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ABSTRACT
READY OR NOT?
PERCEPTIONS OF MARRIAGE READINESS AMONG EMERGING
ADULTS

Sarah Badger
Marriage, Family & Human Development Program
Doctor of Philosophy

The purpose of this study was to better understand the current culture of marriage
preparation among emerging adults and the primary factors that influence their attitudes
about marriage and family life. A total of 254 students from five universities in the
United States completed questionnaires on criteria for marriage readiness and criteria for
adulthood. The results indicate that we are witnessing the formation of a unique culture
of marriage preparation in the rising generation of educated young adults in comparison
to the one experienced by their parents and grandparents.
This study supports the notion that marriage still matters for the majority of young
people and that they are both planning and expecting to marry in the future. Although
they continue to maintain a strong marriage ideal, it appears that a growing number of
emerging adults believe that they will not be ready for marriage until they go through an

extended period of single adulthood that permits them to explore and experiment in
various areas of life. In addition, the results indicate that emerging adults may be as much
preparing for divorce as they are preparing for marriage during this period of exploration
and experimentation.
Most importantly, the findings from this study present evidence that some
emerging adults are taking certain pathways to marriage readiness that result in
unintended consequences. Indeed, this study suggests that the single period of life known
as emerging adulthood may be contributing to attitudes and behaviors that will be
problematic for marriage readiness. Emerging adults may be establishing unstable
foundations for their later marriages and scholars need to pay more attention to this
critical period in order to prepare better emerging adults for marital success and family
life.
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Chapter I
Introduction
One of the most dramatic changes related to life course studies in the United
States over the past few decades has been the emergence of a new life stage between
adolescence and adulthood that has been labeled “emerging adulthood” (Arnett, 2000).
This distinct period of life has emerged as a result of demographic shifts that have taken
place over the last fifty years, most notably a rise in the average age at which people first
marry (Arnett, 2000). Since 1950, the median age of first marriage has substantially
increased and is currently at a historic high—25.3 years for women and 27.1 for men
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2003). Additionally, scholars have noted associated trends of
increased non-marital cohabitation and childbirths, as well as a decrease in the number of
people married in the population (Heaton, 2002). This tendency to delay marriage has
created an extended period in the life cycle that is unique to the rising generation in
which most young people have left adolescence and are beginning to view themselves as
adults, but have not yet entered into the commitments and lifestyle patterns of marriage
and adult family life.
Historically, and often still today in traditional, non-Western cultures, events such
as marriage, completion of education, and parenthood have marked the entrance to
adulthood (Gilmore, 1990; Schlegel & Barry, 1991). Important responsibilities of
adulthood in the past included protecting, providing, and caring for a family—all of
which involve duties toward others (Arnett, 1998; Gilmore, 1990). However, recent
research reveals that the majority of emerging adults no longer consider marriage and
other related events as important markers for becoming an adult (Arnett, 1998; Nelson &

Barry, in press). Instead, emerging adults report more internal and individualistic
qualities as their criteria for adulthood, such as taking responsibility for one’s own
actions and making independent decisions (Arnett, 1997, 1998; Nelson, 2003).
With many emerging adults delaying marriage and no longer identifying it as a
needed component of adulthood, contemporary scholars have largely studied emerging
adulthood outside of the context of marriage. With a few notable exceptions (for
examples see Cere, 2000; Glenn & Marquardt, 2001; Whitehead & Popenoe, 2001), it
seems that these scholars have largely disregarded the role of marriage during the
transition to adulthood because family formation is now seen as part of a later stage in
young people’s lives. Nevertheless, current research on the attitudes of young Americans
suggests that perspectives of marriage preparation may indeed play a significant role
during this period of life. For example, studies have found that approximately 92% of
emerging adults are both planning and expecting to marry in the future (Thornton &
Young-DeMarco, 2001; Whitehead & Popenoe, 2004). These findings indicate that many
emerging adults continue to think about and plan for marriage despite the fact that they
do not perceive marriage to be a necessary criterion of adulthood.
Recent research also indicates that emerging adults may increasingly hold
paradoxical beliefs about marriage preparation and marriage readiness. Although there
appears to be a desire among this age group to have successful, lifelong marriages and
stable families, they show a continued tendency to make decisions that have the potential
to negatively impact their later marriages (Martin, Martin, & Martin, 2001). For example,
some of the strongest premarital predictors of divorce, such as cohabitation and
premarital sex are not only ignored as risk factors for later marital success, but also are

commonly espoused as needed or essential components of wise marriage preparation.
These findings suggest an emerging gap between young people’s aspirations for
successful marriage and the pathways they are choosing to get there (Whitehead &
Popenoe, 2000).
Purpose of Study
With the vast majority of emerging adults still identifying marriage as an
important life goal, it becomes critical to learn about emerging adults’ approaches to
marriage preparation. Indeed, little is known about what the rising generation of
emerging adults view as the criteria for marriage readiness and the pathways they are
taking to make themselves ready for this transition. Thus, the purpose of this study was to
gain an increased understanding of the current culture of marriage preparation among
emerging adults and the primary factors that influence their attitudes about their future
marriage and family life. This study explored what emerging adults believe to be the
important criteria for marriage readiness and adulthood and how these criteria influence
certain critical aspects of emerging adults’ preparation for marriage. Specifically, the
purposes of this study were: (a) to identify emerging adults' perceptions of the criteria for
marriage readiness, (b) to compare the types of criteria emerging adults endorse as
important for being ready to marry with the types of criteria they endorse as important for
becoming an adult, and (c) to explore possible associations between emerging adults’
perceived criteria for marriage readiness and their acceptance of paradoxical beliefs about
marriage preparation.

Chapter II
Review of Literature
Emerging Adulthood
For most young people in contemporary Western societies, the years from the late
teens through the twenties are a time of significant change and importance (Arnett, 2000;
Teachman, Polonko, & Leigh, 1987). During this time, many individuals have
experiences that lay the foundation for their future lives in areas such as work, education,
and romantic relationships (Barnett, Gareis, James, & Steele, 2003; Cohen, Kasen, Chen,
Hartmark, & Gordon, 2003). However, in contrast to past decades and different cultures,
the transition into adult roles is no longer a brief period in modern industrialized cultures.
Although there is variation in developmental trajectories, becoming an adult is now more
typically characterized by an ongoing exploration of and experimentation with possible
life directions (Arnett, 2000).
Arnett (1998) argues that this is a distinct time of life that is unique to the current
generation. He proposes a new developmental period from the late teens through the
twenties that he has labeled “emerging adulthood” (see Arnett, 2000). Emerging
adulthood refers to a period between the time when individuals consider themselves to
have begun the transition to adulthood and the time when they consider themselves to
have taken on the full responsibilities of being an adult (Arnett & Taber, 1994). There is
an ongoing debate as to whether emerging adulthood is best labeled as a “developmental
stage,” or if it is better viewed as a “developmental trajectory” or “culturally-defined
period” in that its features do not necessarily apply to all young people across social,
economic, cultural, and religious sub-groups (Collins and Madsen, in press). While

acknowledging this debate, the conceptual analysis presented here is applicable whether
or not one defines emerging adulthood as a stage or a trajectory. In fact, variation in
timing and approaches to marriage may provide a useful conceptual lens to distinguish
between varying developmental pathways between adolescence and young adult life.
Traditional Markers of Adulthood
In previous generations, and in many traditional cultures today, the entrance to
adulthood is initiated by events such as marriage, completion of education, and
parenthood (Gilmore, 1990; Schlegel & Barry, 1991). According to anthropologists,
marriage has been, and often still is, regarded as the definitive transition to adulthood in
traditional cultures worldwide (Schlegel & Barry, 1991) and is the event that marks the
transition from “boy to man and from girl to woman” (Arnett, 1998, p. 295). In these
cultures, it is only after marriage that a person is considered to have attained adult status
and is given adult responsibilities. Important responsibilities of adulthood in the past have
been summarized as to provide, protect, and procreate—all of which involve duties
toward others (Arnett, 1998; Gilmore, 1990).
Contemporary Criteria for Adulthood
Recent research reveals that the majority of emerging adults no longer consider
marriage and other events (e.g., finishing school, getting a job, becoming a parent) as
important markers for becoming an adult (Arnett, 1998; Nelson & Barry, in press).
Instead, young people report more internal and individualistic qualities as their criteria
for adulthood (Arnett, 1998; Nelson, 2003). In particular, young men believe they have
reached adulthood when they accept responsibility for themselves (i.e., the consequences
of their own actions), achieve financial independence, and become independent decision-

makers; and young women believe they have become adults once they accept personal
responsibility, become independent decision-makers, and develop consideration for
others (Arnett, 1998). For the most part, these new markers of adulthood carry a theme of
self-sufficiency and self-reliance compared to the traditional, other-oriented criteria of the
past. Furthermore, none of these criteria are tied to demographic, cultural, or social
events (e.g., marriage, parenthood, etc.), thereby framing the definition of adulthood as
personally determined and defined.
Distinct Characteristics of Emerging Adulthood
Without the rites of passage and clear-cut markers of adulthood, emerging
adulthood in Western, industrialized cultures tends to be a time of frequent change and
independent exploration (Arnett, 2000; Teachman et al., 1987). Arnett (2000) argues that
emerging adulthood is a unique period in the life course that is different from adolescence
as well as adulthood. In particular, he claims that emerging adulthood is distinct in many
significant ways from the developmental periods prior to and following it, including
subjective distinctions, demographic distinctions, identity distinctions, and behavioral
distinctions. It is the widespread nature of these distinct characteristics that he believes
has made the period of emerging adulthood typical for most young people in
industrialized societies.
Subjective distinctions. A defining feature of emerging adulthood is that it is
frequently experienced and defined as a unique period of life by young people
themselves. Most young Americans report ambivalent feelings about their own adult
status, experiencing the period as an in-between stage--not adolescence, but not quite
adulthood (Arnett, 1997, 1998). When asked if they feel they have reached adulthood,

many emerging adults respond with the uncertain answer “in some respects yes, in some
respects no” (Arnett, 2000). As a result, emerging adulthood is distinguished by a
significant amount of time during which young people lack a definite role and place in
society. Whether as an apprentice, soldier, student or worker, young people in traditional
cultures, and historically in America, have always had a more definite role and place in
society during the transition to adulthood (Arnett, 1998; Ben-Amos, 1994; Gilmore,
1990; Schlegel & Barry, 1991). In contrast, emerging adults today have the subjective
sense of still being in a stage of exploration without fully taking on all of the roles and
responsibilities that come with adulthood (Arnett, 1998).
Demographic distinctions. As noted previously, many sweeping demographic
shifts over the last fifty years have contributed to changing views of what it means to
become an adult and exactly when that transition takes place (Arnett, 2000). For example,
the age of marriage, the age of first childbirth, and the percentage of young people
attending college have significantly risen over the past several decades (Heaton, 2002).
Since 1970, the median age of first marriage has increased from 21 years for women and
23 for men to 25 and 27 years, respectively (Coontz, 2000; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
2003). Indeed, numerous studies indicate that there is a clear trend among young
Americans to delay marriage in comparison to previous generations (Barich & Bielby,
1996; Bumpass, Sweet, & Cherlin, 1991; Moore & Stief, 1991; Teachman et al., 1987).
Similar age increases have been identified for the timing of having a first child (Arnett &
Taber, 1994). Also, the proportion of young Americans obtaining higher education after
high school has dramatically risen from about 16% in 1940 to over 60% in the 1990s
(Arnett & Taber, 1994; Bianchi & Spain, 1996). As a result of these demographic shifts,

emerging adults have a longer period of time to explore different life directions (e.g.,
school, work, relationships) before settling into adult roles.
Identity distinctions. One of the most notable features of emerging adulthood is
the opportunity it provides for identity explorations in the areas of love, education, and
work. Explorations in love become more intimate and serious for most emerging adults
and tend to last longer than in adolescence (but still tend not to be long-term relationships
or include marriage) (Arnett, 2000). Emerging adults often experiment in a series of
romantic relationships from their late teens until they marry, and their relationships are
likely to include sexual intercourse and/or cohabitation (Martin et al., 2001; Michael,
Gagnon, Laumann & Kolata, 1995; Whitehead & Popenoe, 2002).
Emerging adults explore their identity in areas of education and work as well.
Along with the noted increases of participation in higher education, recent generations of
men and women are also more likely to have extended and part-time educational careers
and to take longer to settle into occupational tracks (Cohen et al., 2003). Emerging
adulthood is also a time for trying out unusual work and educational possibilities, such as
participating in short-term volunteer jobs (e.g., Americorps, Peace Corps) or traveling to
various places in the country or the world as part of work or study abroad experiences
(Arnett, 2000).
Behavioral distinctions. In addition to differences in identity development that
set emerging adults apart from others, there are numerous behavioral characteristics of
emerging adults that distinguish them from adolescents and adults. As described earlier,
emerging adults are more likely to have a plurality of sexual relationships and to cohabit
with one or several partners before marriage (Glenn & Marquardt, 2001; Heaton, 2002).

Furthermore, emerging adulthood (rather than adolescence) is the peak period in which
individuals engage in a number of risk behaviors such as unprotected sex, binge drinking,
combining sex with alcohol or drug use, and risky driving behaviors (i.e., driving at high
speeds or while intoxicated) (Arnett, 1992; Bachman, Johnston, O’Malley, &
Schulenberg, 1996). Research has also found that young people who perceive themselves
as adults engage in fewer risk-taking behaviors (e.g., illegal drug use and drunk driving)
when compared to their emerging-adult peers (Nelson & Barry, in press). Arnett (2000)
suggests that emerging adults’ risk behaviors can be understood as a reflection of their
desire to obtain a wide range of experiences before settling down into the roles and
responsibilities of adult life.
Emerging Adulthood in the Family Life Cycle
As noted, contemporary scholars have largely overlooked marriage and its
influence on the attitudes and behaviors of emerging adults. It appears that there are a few
possible reasons for why marriage has been mostly disregarded in emerging adulthood
research. First, most of the pioneering research on emerging adulthood has been
conducted by adolescent scholars and developmentalists (e.g., Jeffrey Arnett) who are
“reaching forward" in the life course and examining “the next step” following
adolescence. Naturally, this type of perspective emphasizes individual development and
highlights distinguishing features of emerging adulthood from adolescence. However,
less research involving emerging adults has been conducted by marriage and family
scholars who would be “reaching back" in the life course and examining the “step
before” couple and family formation. This type of perspective emphasizes a family
development perspective that defines emerging adulthood as a transitional period

between a person’s family of origin and their family of creation. Indeed, with a family
formation lens, the bi-directional relationship between marriage readiness and the
attitudes and behaviors of emerging adults becomes a central feature of this period of life.
Another reason for the lack of attention paid to marriage is that young people no
longer generally identify marriage as important for becoming an adult (Arnett, 1997,
1998). Emerging adulthood scholars have possibly assumed that marriage is an
insignificant factor to account for in their research since the majority of emerging adults
do not consider it an important criterion for the transition to adulthood. Also, an
increasing number of young people are delaying marriage and thus marrying later in life.
Marriage has perhaps been overlooked in the research because it is now seen as part of a
later stage in life and is only regarded as a salient topic once adulthood has been reached.
In addition, the trend to delay marriage has been acknowledged as a key factor in
the development of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000). If the postponement of marriage
is one of the main reasons for the creation of this new period, then emerging adulthood is
in fact linked to marriage and its timing. Emerging adulthood scholars recognize that
emerging adults are able to explore various areas of life because they are delaying
marriage; yet, these scholars fail to recognize that emerging adults’ explorations during
these transitional years may in fact be associated with their future plans and expectations
for marriage. For example, some emerging adults may be postponing marriage so that
they can explore various areas of life as a way of getting into a better marriage.
Emerging Adulthood and the Marriage Link
Nevertheless, a change in attitude toward marriage as a marker of adulthood does
not necessarily mean that it has disappeared or that it should be ignored in the emerging

adulthood literature (Schlegel, 1998). Moreover, the current trend to delay marriage does
not necessarily mean that emerging adults avoid thinking about and preparing for
marriage in the future (Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001). In fact, given the high desire
for eventual marriage in the United States (Whitehead & Popenoe, 2001), one could
argue that delaying marriage is often an intentional aspect of marriage preparation rather
than a turning from it. If this is the case, marriage preparation, both implicitly and
explicitly, is a salient part of emerging adulthood whether or not marriage is a criterion
for adulthood and whether or not marriage occurs during this distinct time period. There
are a number of reasons why scholars should not overlook the significant link between
emerging adulthood and marriage, including (a) marriage remains a teleological goal for
most emerging adults, (b) as some of their peers begin to marry and marriage is seen as a
possibility, emerging adults inherently form a marriage philosophy that involves beliefs
about ideal timing and readiness criteria for marriage, and (c) marriage continues to be an
important criterion of adulthood when measured in societal terms.
Goal of marriage. The vast majority of emerging adults still consider marriage a
highly valued goal for the future and they continue to place great importance and
emphasis on marriage and family life (Burgoyne & Hames, 2002; Thornton & YoungDeMarco, 2001). In fact, 92% of emerging adults in the United States rate “having a good
marriage” as quite or extremely important to them (Whitehead & Popenoe, 2001), and
94% of emerging adults state that they personally hope to get married someday (Harris,
1998). In addition, 63% of today’s college women say that they would like to meet their
future husband at college (Glenn & Marquardt, 2001). These findings suggest that
marriage is a teleological goal for the vast majority of emerging adults because they are

both planning for and expecting marriage, with some even hoping for it in the near future.
Indeed, emerging adults’ attitudes and behaviors during this unique time period are not
separate from their objectives to marry.
Marriage philosophy. While the median age of first marriage has risen in recent
years, there remains significant variation in the timing of marriage. For example, 25% of
women and 14% of men ages 20 to 24 are married (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2003).
Since not all young people postpone marriage until their mid to late 20’s, emerging
adulthood is the time when at least some in this cohort start to marry. As a result, a
marriage culture arises during this period because most emerging adults are acquainted
with friends or others who are married and/or are in more serious and intimate
relationships themselves, making marriage a more proximate and possible life option.
With marriage as a possibility, emerging adults likely develop a “marriage
philosophy,” wherein they form attitudes about their desires to marry, the ideal age at
which they would like to get married, the type of person they would like to marry, and
their sense of personal readiness for marriage. Hence, emerging adulthood is associated
with marriage and its timing because emerging adults’ attitudes and behaviors during this
period of exploration are influenced by their tendency to delay marriage, as well as by
their philosophy regarding exactly when and if they see themselves getting married
(Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001).
Social definition of adulthood. Lastly, many people and institutions in society
still acknowledge marriage as a needed criterion for adulthood even though adulthood
criteria are now more broadly applied (as seen in emerging adults’ tendencies to describe
adulthood in subjective terms). Certainly individuals can, in some respects, be social

adults in today’s society without being married, especially since it is becoming more
acceptable to remain unmarried in American society than it has been in the past
(Thornton, 1989). However, it is more likely the case that all, or almost all, married
people are considered to be social adults, even when they do not define themselves as
such (Schlegel, 1998). Likewise, unmarried people may not be considered as social adults
by some segments of society, even if they personally define themselves as such. This
suggests that there is overlap, yet differences between the social criteria of adulthood
(i.e., marriage, parenthood) and the subjective criteria of adulthood that many emerging
adults endorse (e.g., independent decision-making, financial independence). Hence,
marriage continues to be an important marker of adulthood when it is measured in social
terms.
In summary, emerging adulthood should be linked to marriage because the
attitudes and behaviors of emerging adults during this time of exploration cannot be
separated from their goals of marriage. In other words, emerging adults do not make
decisions about such areas of life as education, work, and/or romantic relationships in
isolation from decisions about future marriage and parenting (Thiessen & Looker, 1999).
By being cognizant of the connection between emerging adulthood and marriage,
scholars will be better able to understand this unique period of extended single life.
Marriage Readiness
If emerging adulthood is studied in the context of and in relation to marriage, then
scholars need to be mindful of how this distinct period is preparing young people to be
ready for marriage. Since most emerging adults are planning to marry in the future
(Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001; Whitehead & Popenoe, 2004), it seems reasonable

to suggest that they are forming perceptions of their state of readiness for marriage
throughout this period of life. So far no research has studied the association between
marriage readiness and emerging adulthood, and therefore it could be beneficial to look at
emerging adults’ perceptions of personal readiness for marriage and the pathways they
are taking to make themselves ready during these transitional years.
Research on Marriage Readiness
Marriage readiness has only received modest attention in the research literature
and little is known about the factors that influence an individual’s perception of his/her
personal readiness for marriage (Larson, 1988; Miller, Schvaneveldt, & Jenson, 1981).
Almost 30 years ago, Blood (1976) invited scholars to investigate relatively neglected
issues in family research and he noted that readiness for marriage was a particular area of
neglect. Unfortunately, not much has changed over the past few decades. Indeed, the
empirical research remains meager and most is now dated. This is surprising given that
perceived readiness for marriage, along with feelings and attitudes about marriage, has
been found to be a key variable in the decision to marry and a significant predictor of
later marital satisfaction (Arcus, 1987; Holman, Larson, & Harmer, 1994).
Although very little discussion of marital readiness has occurred in the research
literature, there are three studies that have focused on this topic of interest (i.e., Holman
& Li, 1997; Larson, 1988; Stinnett, 1969). The following sections briefly summarize
these studies and how they have contributed to a basic understanding of the factors that
influence perceived readiness for marriage. It will later be proposed that research on
readiness for marriage needs to extend its analysis and examine the criteria young people
perceive as necessary and important for being ready to marry.

Stinnett (1969). Stinnett (1969) believed marital readiness was related to marital
competence. He defined marital competence as “the ability to perform marital roles in
such a manner as to fulfill in the mate certain important needs involved in the marital
relationship” (p. 683). He then concluded that success in marriage is dependent on an
individual’s readiness to perform those roles.
The Readiness for Marital Competence Index (RMCI) was developed to
determine single individuals’ self-perceived degree of readiness to fulfill each of the four
basic needs involved in marital competence: love (providing such qualities as affection,
admiration, optimism, security and emotional closeness); personality fulfillment (helping
mate to achieve potential and autonomy); respect (treating mate as an individual and
providing encouragement and understanding); and communication (expressing true
feelings to mate and finding satisfactory solutions to disagreements). He suggested that
three background factors should influence an individual’s “perceived readiness for
marital competence:” the nature of early family relationships, dating experiences, and
personality. The RMCI was developed for use with unmarried college students and his
sample consisted of 407 undergraduates enrolled in family courses at Oklahoma State
University.
Stinnett (1969) found that perceived readiness for marriage, or a high readiness
for marital competence (RMC) score, was positively related to happiness in the parentchild relationship and a democratic authority pattern in the family. Also, individuals
whose mothers stayed at home versus worked outside the home and individuals who were
engaged versus dating-only had higher perceived readiness (i.e., higher RMC scores).
Furthermore, the greater the degree of emotional stability, the higher the degree of

perceived readiness. Readiness to marry was not related to sibling position in the family,
degree of steady dating in the early teen years, and a variety of personality traits.
This study provided a valuable beginning in determining which variables
contribute to a sense of personal readiness for marriage. However, given that this study
was conducted in the 1960’s, some of the findings may not be as relevant for the current
generation of young Americans. For example, the effects of having a mother who stays at
home versus a mother who works outside the home are possibly different in today’s
society where the latter has become much more normative than it was in the past
(Holman & Li, 1997). Also, due to changing trends in American society (such as the
delay of marriage, more educational opportunities, increases in cohabitation and
premarital sex), there may be other important variables related to perceived readiness
which Stinnett (1969) did not consider several decades ago.
Larson (1988). Larson (1988) defined perceived readiness for marriage as a
subjective evaluation of one’s own readiness to take on the responsibilities and
challenges of marriage. He hypothesized that older individuals, women, individuals with
happily married parents, individuals with high levels of romanticism, and individuals
completing a marriage and family course would report greater perceived readiness for
marriage. Larson used a revised version of the Readiness for Marital Competence Index
(RMCI) developed by Stinnett (1969) to measure perceived readiness for marriage. The
revised version contained 10 less items (items that correlated the lowest with the RMC
total score) than the original instrument. His sample consisted of 229 undergraduates
attending a mountain west university.

Larson’s (1988) empirical study identified three variables related to perceived
readiness (i.e., high RMC scores) among college students: gender, romanticism, and
completion of a marriage and family course. Women, highly romantic individuals, and
students who completed a marriage preparation course reported significantly higher
perceived readiness for marriage than men, low romantic individuals, and students who
had not completed a marriage preparation course. Larson also found that an individual’s
age and parental marital status (i.e., happily married, unhappily married, or divorced)
were not related to perceived readiness for marriage.
Larson’s (1988) study built on the marital readiness foundation that Stinnett
(1969) had previously established. Although his additional variables provided new
insight into young people’s perceptions of readiness for marriage, his study did not
investigate other possible factors that may be associated with perceived readiness. For
example, personal characteristics of the individual, such as attitudes about marriage and
experience related to marriage preparation, may be related to marriage readiness as well
as certain familial factors (Holman & Li, 1997). Also, Larson’s study is somewhat dated
and the perceptions of young Americans today may vary from the perceptions of college
students in his sample. For instance, an individual’s age may have more of an effect on
current perceptions of readiness because, as noted earlier, the median age for first
marriage has risen over the past 20 years and thus young Americans may not perceive
themselves as ready for marriage until older ages.
Holman & Li (1997). Holman and Li (1997) added to the marriage readiness
literature by developing a theoretical model based on the relationship between premarital
factors (i.e., couple interactional processes, background characteristics, individual traits

and attitudes, and significant others’ approval) and perceived readiness for marriage.
Their sample consisted of 2,508 young adults and they limited the analysis to individuals
in serious relationships (dating only one person or engaged). In order to test their model,
Holman and Li used the PREParation for Marriage (PREP-M) Questionnaire, which is an
instrument designed to assess premarital relationships. They used the Readiness for
Marriage subscale of this questionnaire to measure the respondents’ perceptions of
readiness. This subscale included items concerning an overall feeling of readiness for
marriage as well as more specific areas of perceived readiness, such as emotional, sexual,
and financial readiness.
Holman and Li (1997) found that sociodemographic characteristics, such as
income, education, and age are strongly related to perceived readiness for marriage. They
also found that background factors, individual traits and attitudes, and significant others
directly and/or indirectly influence how ready individuals perceive themselves to be for
marriage. Holman and Li’s study indicates that personal readiness for marriage depends
largely on contextual issues (e.g., sociodemographic characteristics and significant other
support) and then on the quality of couple interaction. Thus, individuals who are older,
who have educational experience, who are financially secure, who feel they have support
from friends and family for the chosen partner, and who then report the quality of the
relationship with their partner as good are more likely to feel ready to marry.
Holman and Li’s (1997) study provided a much broader perspective of perceived
marriage readiness than had been offered in the past. Their model included multiple
factors (e.g., family of origin characteristics, approval from significant others, etc.)
related to perceptions of readiness, many of which had been overlooked by Stinnett

(1969) and Larson (1988). Holman and Li also used the Readiness for Marriage subscale
which breaks down the marriage readiness variable into more specific areas of readiness
(i.e., emotional, financial, and sexual) and which has been successfully used in other
research studies, such as the Larson and Thayne (1998) study on personal readiness for
marriage of young adult children of alcoholics¹.
Although the Readiness for Marriage subscale in the PREP-M Questionnaire
focuses on specific areas of readiness, these variables remain somewhat vague because
they are global measures of perceived readiness for marriage and try to capture full
domains with single-items. Indeed, these variables give a descriptive account of whether
or not a person feels ready for marriage but they do not explain specific reasons for why a
person feels ready or not ready in those different areas. For instance, one of the items
asks if participants feel ready to get married with regard to sexual intimacy. “Sexual
intimacy” is a general term and does not necessarily clarify what exactly leads to a
feeling of sexual readiness. There may be several factors associated with being sexually
ready to marry and it is unclear whether sexual readiness is a state of mind or whether it
comes as a result of certain experiences, such as having had sexual intercourse, having
had multiple sexual relationships before marriage, etc. Also, the Holman & Li (1997)
study used a sample of coupled individuals (i.e., seriously dating or engaged) and asked
them if they felt ready for marriage in their own specific relationship. While this study
contributes valuable information for understanding courtship and engagement, it does not
provide insight into what uncoupled emerging adults feel they need to do or achieve in
life in order to be marriage ready.
¹Larson and Thayne (1998) replicated Holman and Li’s (1997) method by using the
Readiness for Marriage subscale of the PREP-M instrument to measure perceived readiness
for marriage among a unique subsample, young adult children of alcoholics (ACOAs). They
found that ACOAs perceived themselves as being less ready for marriage than nonACOAs
and also wanted to wait significantly longer to get married than nonACOAs.

Extending the Criteria
Although the above-mentioned studies provide a greater understanding of young
people’s perceptions of general readiness for marriage, there still remains much to be
learned about this topic of interest. As noted earlier, the previous studies primarily focus
on the general question “Do you feel ready to get married?” While it is useful to know if
young people have an overall sense of being ready for marriage, this question lacks
clarification as to what exactly makes these individuals feel that they are ready. Indeed, it
would be beneficial for scholars to go one step further in this line of research and not
only ask “Are you ready?” but also “What makes you ready?”
Hence, research on readiness for marriage needs to extend its analysis and
examine the criteria young people perceive as necessary and important for being ready to
marry. Insight into such criteria would provide a greater understanding of exactly what
makes a person feel ready for marriage and allow investigation into a wider range of
possible factors associated with marriage readiness. For example, a young man may lack
a sense of readiness for marriage in financial matters because he believes it is necessary
to finish school, get a full-time job, and even own a house before he gets married.
However, without this list of criteria, it remains unclear why he does not feel financially
ready to marry. In addition, if a young woman does not believe finances are important for
being ready to marry then reporting a sense of readiness in financial matters seems
somewhat futile for her. Thus, extending the criteria offers a more in-depth knowledge of
readiness for marriage that is currently lacking in the research literature.
Furthermore, a greater understanding of the criteria that emerging adults endorse
as necessary and important for being ready to marry can help scholars determine if

emerging adults know how to properly prepare for marriage and if they have a good
understanding of what makes a successful marriage. Scholars should take more serious
note of emerging adults’ perceptions of marriage readiness because some of the criteria
that emerging adults endorse as necessary and important may not be supported by
research on premarital predictors of marital quality and stability (e.g., Holman, 2001;
Larson & Holman, 1994). Indeed, scholars need to be mindful of the premarital factors
that are associated with later marital quality and stability (such as, age, education,
cohabitation, premarital sex, personality, family-of-origin relationships) so as to see if
emerging adults’ beliefs about marriage readiness are valid and grounded in solid factors.
They can then educate emerging adults about how to better prepare for marriage.
Influence of Socialization
It is important to include the influence of socialization (i.e., parenting and childrearing) in a discussion of marital readiness because emerging adults’ perceptions of
readiness for marriage are largely influenced by social rules and norms (Glenn &
Marquardt, 2001; Larson, Benson, Wilson, & Medora, 1998). In fact, young people
subscribe more to sociocultural expectations for when to get married and who is most
ready to marry than they do to particular circumstances or their own assessments of
preparedness (Larson et al., 1998). Parents are one of the main ways in which societal
expectations about marriage readiness are communicated to emerging adults, and the
expectations are generally different for men and women.
Parental influence. Contrary to the popular notion that peers and the media are
the primary sources for young people’s views toward marriage, research suggests that
young people get most of their ideas and models of marriage from parents and the

parental generation (Whitehead & Popenoe, 2000). Indeed, parents typically play a
central role in shaping their adult children’s views about marriage as well as their adult
children’s perceptions of personal readiness for marriage (Larson, 1988; Snyder,
Velasquez, Clark, & Means-Christensen, 1997). For example, research has demonstrated
that parental attitudes, behaviors, and values significantly impact emerging adults’
attitudes and beliefs about marriage (Axinn & Thornton, 1992; Heaton, 2002). Also,
research has found that emerging adults who feel that their parents support and approve
of their chosen partner are more likely to feel ready to marry (Holman & Li, 1997).
These studies indicate that parents can be a strong influence on emerging adults’
attitudes toward marriage and their personal sense of readiness for marriage. However,
similar to the lack of research on perceptions of marital readiness among emerging adults,
little, if anything, is known about what parents believe to be the most important criteria
for being ready to marry and how they convey this to their adult children. Since research
indicates that parents play an important part in preparing their adult children for marriage
(Holman & Li, 1997; Larson, 1988), studies on parental perceptions of readiness could
provide a broader understanding of emerging adults’ perceptions of personal readiness
for marriage and their beliefs about what makes a person ready to marry.
Gender gap. Society, including parents, appears to have different expectations
for when men and women should feel most ready to get married. For example, young
men are socialized to think less of marriage in comparison to young women (Larson,
1988) and they receive much less pressure to get married in comparison to the past
(Whitehead & Popenoe, 2002). Yet, in keeping with men’s traditional economic roles,
young men do feel pressure to succeed in school and the workplace (Whitehead &

Popenoe, 2004). Their chosen educational and/or career paths often affect their desire and
readiness to marry because an earlier marriage can threaten the completion of important
training or prevent job experimentation (Oppenheimer, 1988).
Traditional socialization factors seem to be most influential on young women
since society continues to encourage them to think about and prepare for marriage more
than it encourages young men (Larson et al., 1998). Indeed, research consistently
indicates that women report more perceived readiness for marriage and a shorter waiting
time than men (Larson, 1988; Larson et al., 1998; Whitehead & Popenoe, 2000). In
addition, women expect to marry sooner and start careers later than men (Kerpelman &
Schvaneveldt, 1999). There have “traditionally been strong incentives for women to
marry relatively early since the availability of eligible men tends to decline sharply as
women get older while the competition from younger women increases markedly”
(Oppenheimer, 1988; p. 578). Thus, women may be reaching a stage of readiness for
marriage before their male counterparts because the pool of prospective mates and the
likelihood of finding a husband considerably diminish the longer they wait (Whitehead &
Popenoe, 2000). However, substantial increases in women’s enrollment in college and
involvement in the labor force may eventually lead to greater marriage delays among
women and a narrowing of the gender gap with regards to marriage readiness
(Oppenheimer, 1988). Future studies need to look at perceptions of readiness for
marriage among career-oriented women and how their criteria for marriage readiness
compare with men’s criteria as well as the general population of women.

Emerging Adulthood and Marriage Readiness
It has been more than 7 years since any research has looked specifically at
readiness for marriage, and many changes have taken place in American culture since
that time. In particular, the study of emerging adulthood is developing into an identifiable
field of study and scholars have gained much more knowledge about what occurs during
this formative time period (Arnett, 2000). Unfortunately, this new field of study lacks
understanding about readiness for marriage because, as noted earlier, the marriage
readiness literature is meager and the role of marriage preparation during emerging
adulthood has been largely overlooked by contemporary scholars. Emerging adulthood is
a prime stage of life in which to study marriage readiness because a majority of emerging
adults are planning for and expecting marriage in the future (Thornton & YoungDeMarco, 2001). Indeed, emerging adults are most likely forming perceptions of their
sense of personal readiness for marriage during this time period and deciding what
criteria they deem necessary and important for being ready to marry.
The Role of Marriage Preparation
As stated earlier, a primary assertion of this dissertation is that marriage
preparation, in particular marriage readiness, plays a significant role during the transition
to adulthood. More specifically, it is proposed that emerging adults’ perceptions of
marriage readiness are a major factor in determining the length of emerging adulthood
and the specific behaviors that occur during this extended period of single life. Emerging
adults who do not feel ready for marriage and who feel it is important to achieve certain
criteria before they are ready to marry are much more likely to extend the amount of time
in which they explore and experiment with possible life directions. This, in turn, affects

the length of emerging adulthood and the behaviors that occur during this period because
“unready” emerging adults will presumably delay marriage (thus increasing the duration
of emerging adulthood) and engage in behaviors that are more typical of a single lifestyle
(e.g., cohabit with a romantic partner, have a plurality of sexual relationships). Thus,
emerging adults’ trajectory through emerging adulthood may be strongly influenced by
what criteria they perceive is necessary for marriage readiness and especially whether
they think these things are important to do before they get married.
Marital Horizon
A notable factor to consider when studying readiness for marriage in conjunction
with emerging adulthood is the “marital horizon” of emerging adults. Marital horizon
refers to the perceived proximity or distance of marriage in one’s life course and is
essentially the ideal age when emerging adults desire to get married minus their current
age. Marital horizon can influence emerging adults’ perceptions of personal readiness for
marriage because those who desire to marry at relatively younger ages (i.e., have a closer
marital horizon) will likely prepare for marriage and thus be ready for marriage much
sooner than those who desire to marry at relatively older ages or have later marital
horizons.
Also, emerging adults’ marital horizon influences what criteria emerging adults
perceive as necessary and important for marriage readiness. Those with a later marital
horizon may endorse different criteria for what makes a person ready to marry than those
with an earlier marital horizon. For example, emerging adults who see themselves
marrying when they are older may feel that living with a romantic partner or having
considerable sexual experience is important to do before they feel ready for marriage;

whereas, emerging adults who want to marry in the near future may regard doing these
things as minor and inconsequential for being ready to marry (Axinn & Thornton, 1992).
Paradoxical Marriage Beliefs
One of the distinguishing features of emerging adulthood is that it is a time when
young people can explore and experiment with various possibilities in education, work,
and romantic relationships (Barnett et al., 2003; Cohen et al., 2003). Contemporary
scholars generally describe this period of exploration and experimentation as temporary,
neutral, and even harmless; however, this is based on the premise that the attitudes and
behaviors of emerging adults have no connection with their preparation and readiness for
marriage. Indeed, scholars who fail to look at emerging adulthood with a family
formation lens are less likely to take an evaluative stance on this new period of
development and are more likely to describe the behaviors of emerging adults as fleeting
and risk-free. Perhaps emerging adulthood is a time of harmless exploration for many
young people, but perhaps it is also a time when young people are establishing unstable
foundations for their later marriages. Scholars need to pay attention to the important link
between emerging adulthood and marriage preparation because the behaviors that occur
during this extended period of single life may not be entirely neutral or harmless as has
been previously suggested.
In fact, there is strong evidence that many emerging adults are largely misdirected
in their understanding of how their current choices will influence their later marriages.
This lack of understanding has reached the point that with some issues the majority of
emerging adults hold paradoxical beliefs about marriage preparation. A paradoxical
belief is an idea or statement that is contradictory and hence, false (Webster’s dictionary).

For example, some of the strongest premarital predictors of divorce (e.g., cohabitation,
premarital sex) are not only ignored as negative factors for marital success, but are often
espoused as accepted or even essential steps in wise marriage preparation. Indeed, many
emerging adults may be engaging in certain “harmless” behaviors because they think it
will better prepare them to be ready for marriage; however, these behaviors may be doing
just the opposite and ultimately putting them at greater risk of divorce.
Cohabitation. In particular, the increase of cohabitation among young people
today may be one of the most noticeable trends to support the claim that emerging adults
have paradoxical beliefs about marriage preparation. Research on cohabitation and later
marital success has consistently found that cohabitation is associated with later instability
in marriage (Heaton, 2002; Larson & Holman, 1994; Teachman, 2003; White, 1990).
Indeed, studies show that couples who cohabit before marriage are more likely to divorce
than couples who do not cohabit before marriage (DeMaris & Rao, 1992; Teachman,
2003). However, over one half of emerging adults have lived or will live with a partner
before marriage (Bumpass & Sweet, 1995). Furthermore, many emerging adults express
the belief that living together will help them pick out a better life partner for marriage and
that it is a good way to avoid eventual divorce (Bumpass & Sweet, 1995; Whitehead &
Popenoe, 2001).
It is important to note that for some emerging adults cohabitation may be regarded
as an alternative to marriage rather than a stage in the marriage process (Walker, 2004). If
this is the case, then it may be irrelevant whether these emerging adults have paradoxical
beliefs about marriage preparation since they are not planning to marry. However, this is
most likely a small proportion of emerging adults compared to the majority who still

affirm that they plan to marry their partners if they are cohabiting (Manning & Smock,
2001). In fact, emerging adults are far more likely to report that they cohabit to be sure
they are compatible for marriage rather than cohabit because it is a less committed
relationship than marriage (Bumpass et al., 1991).
Premarital sex. The current pervasiveness of premarital sexual behavior among
young people may be another indication that emerging adults have paradoxical beliefs
about marriage preparation. Research indicates that premarital sex has been shown to be a
significant risk factor for future marital success. For example, initiation of sexual
experience before marriage has been found to be negatively related to marital stability,
and dissolution rates are substantially higher among those who initiate sexual activity
before marriage (Heaton, 2002; Kahn & London, 1991; Teachman, 2003). Yet, premarital
sexual activity has become a normative behavior for young people today (Martin et al.,
2001). Indeed, a prevalence of casual sex and sexual experimentation before marriage
exists among the “hook up” culture of emerging adults (Glenn & Marquardt, 2001;
Sprecher & Hatfield, 1996).
Age. In addition, the increase in age at first marriage has been acclaimed for its
positive effects on perceived marital readiness and marital stability (Heaton, 2002;
Holman & Li, 1997; Larson et al., 1998); however, individuals who marry at older ages
may have a greater likelihood of being exposed to marital risk factors as they have an
increased amount of time to engage in these behaviors. For example, research shows that
the older the individual, the more likely that individual is to have lived with someone
before marriage (Nock, 1995). Clearly, for most individuals, cohabitation occurs in
reference to opportunity and one’s opportunity increases with age (Knox, Zusman, Snell,

& Cooper; 1999). Also, relatively older individuals tend to have a larger number of
sexual partners before they marry (Bogaert & Fisher, 1995), and this prolonged period of
sexual activity exposes individuals to the risks of multiple failed relationships and
breakups (Whitehead & Popenoe, 2000). Thus, emerging adults who put off marriage
until older ages may have an increased chance of being exposed to the hazards of
cohabitation and premarital sex.
These statistics point to a growing marriage preparation paradox among emerging
adults today. Indeed, there appears to be a large gap between emerging adults’ aspirations
for successful marriage and the pathways they are taking to make themselves ready for
marriage (Martin et al., 2001; Whitehead & Popenoe, 2000). Although most emerging
adults have high expectations for marriage and family life, they show a continued
tendency to make decisions that could negatively impact their preparation and readiness
for marriage. As a result, they may find themselves unprepared for the realities of
marriage and family life (Martin et al., 2001).
Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to better understand the current culture of marriage
preparation among emerging adults and the primary factors that influence their attitudes
about marriage and family life. Specifically, this study explored what emerging adults
believe to be the main criteria for marriage readiness and how these criteria compare to
their own criteria for adulthood and how they influence certain critical aspects of
emerging adults’ preparation for marriage. The primary research questions to be
answered are:

1. What do emerging adults consider as important criteria for being ready to marry?
The initial focus of the study was to identify emerging adults’ criteria for marriage
readiness. Specifically, this study addressed: (a) what criteria are deemed necessary for
marriage readiness, (b) what criteria are believed to be most important for marriage
readiness, and (c) how do the criteria for marriage readiness differ by gender. As part of
this first research question, this study also identified the ideal age for marriage and
typical marital horizon among emerging adults, as well as whether or not they feel they
have achieved a state of marriage readiness.
2. How do the criteria for marriage readiness among emerging adults differ from their
identified criteria for adulthood?
Given that prior research has shown that emerging adults do not perceive marriage as
a needed component of adulthood, the second primary research question of this study was
to investigate how the criteria for marriage readiness differ from their identified criteria
for adulthood. In particular, this study explored whether there are differences in the
identified criteria and their perceived importance in being marriage ready and being an
adult.
3. How are the criteria for marriage readiness among emerging adults associated with
paradoxical beliefs about marriage preparation?
The third primary research question explored possible associations between emerging
adults’ perceived criteria for marriage readiness and their acceptance of paradoxical
beliefs about marriage preparation. In particular, this study examined how criteria for
marriage readiness are linked to: (a) attitudes about non-marital cohabitation and (b)
premarital sexual beliefs and behaviors.

Chapter III
Method
Participants
The participants for this study were recruited as part of the ongoing "Project
R.E.A.D.Y." (Researching Emerging Adults’ Developmental Years) study. This project
was started in 2004 and is being conducted by a consortium of developmental and
relationship scholars from around the country. The focus of Project READY is to conduct
research on the attitudes and behaviors among emerging adults related to the transition to
adulthood and the transition to marriage and to develop effective methods of outreach to
better educate emerging adults on how their current life decisions influence their later
development and marriage relationships.
The sample consisted of 254 undergraduate and graduate students (150 women,
104 men) from a variety of majors attending several colleges and universities across the
United States (i.e., Loyola College in Maryland, McDaniel College, St. Mary’s College,
The University of Minnesota, and Brigham Young University). The mean age of the
sample was 19.7 years (SD = 1.7) for women and 20.2 (SD = 2.6) for men. Eighty-eight
percent of the participants were European American, 6% were African American, 3%
were Asian American, 1% were Latino American, and 2% indicated that they were
mixed, or biracial, or of an “other” ethnicity. Study participants reported a variety of
religious affiliations: Roman Catholic, 44.6%; Conservative Christian, 16.0%; Liberal
Christian, 19.1%; Other faiths (e.g., Jewish, Greek Orthodox, etc), 8.0%; Atheist
/Agnostic, 5.2%; and, No affiliation, 7.2%. Regarding current marital status, all of the

participants were single (never married) with 4% reporting that they were currently
cohabiting (i.e., living with a partner in an intimate relationship).
Procedure
The participants for this study completed the Project READY survey battery
on-line through the Internet (see http://www.projectready.net) between November 2004
and April 2005. The use of an on-line data collection protocol allowed the survey to be
administered for a relatively low cost (as opposed to mail or phone survey protocols) and
facilitated unified data collection across several university sites. This type of electronic
data collection protocol also allowed for surveying college students and their parents who
were living in separate locations throughout the country. Parent data was not used in this
study.
Participants were recruited either directly through campus newspapers or
indirectly through faculty announcement of the study in undergraduate and graduate
courses. Professors at the various universities were provided with a handout (see
Appendix A) to give to their students that had a brief explanation of the study and
directions for accessing the on-line survey. Interested students then accessed the study
website with a code specific to how they learned of the study (e.g., specific course code).
The informed consent was obtained on-line, and only after consent was given could the
participants begin the questionnaires (see Appendix B for consent form). Most
participants were offered course credit or extra credit for their participation. In some
cases, participants were offered small monetary compensation (i.e., $10 gift certificates)
or chances to win monetary compensation in a raffle.

Each participant was asked to complete a survey battery of 371 items. Sections of
the survey address background information, family-of-origin experiences, selfperceptions, personality traits, risk behaviors, dating behaviors, and religiosity. The
centerpiece of the survey consists of two surveys that ask participants to indicate their
opinion of the importance of various criteria in determining whether or not a person has
reached adulthood (e.g., financially independent from parents, no longer living in
parents' household, finished with education) and is ready to be married. The survey also
assesses attitudes and behaviors pertaining to couple formation such as cohabitation,
sexuality, and premarital myths. Parents were also asked to complete a similar battery of
assessments that asks them to respond from a parental point of view, but these data are
not included in this summary.
Measure
The Project READY survey battery consists of 12 different sections. The sections
that were used for this specific study included: Section 1, Demographics; Section 2,
Criteria for Adulthood questionnaire; Section 3, Criteria for Marriage Readiness
questionnaire; and Sections 4 & 5, Attitudes and Behaviors (see Appendix C).
Demographics. The participants were asked to provide demographic information
that specified their age, gender, ethnicity (African American, American Indian/Native
American, Asian or Pacific Islander, Caucasian, Hispanic/Latino, Mixed/Biracial, or Other),
year of college or graduate school, religious beliefs/affiliation (Conservative Christian,
Liberal Christian, Roman Catholic, Greek Orthodox, Latter-day Saint (Mormon), Jewish,
Atheist, Agnostic, No affiliation), and current marital status (i.e., single, cohabiting,
married, married but separated, divorced, remarried, or widowed).

Criteria for Adulthood Questionnaire. The participants were administered the
Criteria for Adulthood Questionnaire (CAQ) that was developed by Arnett (1997) and
has been used in numerous studies examining emerging adulthood (e.g., Arnett, 1998;
Nelson, 2003; Nelson, Badger, & Wu, 2004). This questionnaire consists of a list of 42
possible criteria for adulthood and respondents were asked two questions. First, using a
“yes” (i.e., necessary for adulthood) or “no” (i.e., not necessary for adulthood) response
code they are asked to “indicate whether or not YOU believe the following are necessary
for adulthood.” Participants are then asked to “give your opinion of the importance of
each of the following in determining whether or not a person has reached adulthood.”
Respondents could rate each criterion on a 4-point scale ranging from “not at all
important” to “very important.”
Criteria for Marriage Readiness Questionnaire. The participants were also
administered a 57-item Marriage Readiness Questionnaire (MRQ) which is a modified
and expanded version of Arnett’s (1997) Criteria for Adulthood questionnaire. The MRQ
replicates the original criteria from the CAQ, but uses modified language to frame the
criteria in terms of marriage readiness rather than adulthood status. Based in the
premarital prediction literature (Carroll, Badger, & Yang, in press; Holman & Associates,
2001), the MRQ also contains 15 additional criteria that pertain specifically to couple
formation issues such as interpersonal competencies (e.g., able to express feelings in
close relationships, able to listen to others in an understanding way), relationship
experiences (e.g., have lived with partner before getting married, have had considerable
sexual experience), and marriage preparation (e.g., have participated in a marriage
preparation course, ability to pay for own wedding). The MRQ only excludes the

adulthood criteria “married” from the original CAQ since asking participants if being
married is a criteria for marriage readiness is nonsensical.
Utilizing the same format as the CAQ, the MRQ presents respondents with a list
of possible criteria for marriage readiness. First, the participants are asked to “indicate
whether or not YOU believe the following are necessary for a person to be ready for
marriage.” They could respond “yes” (i.e., necessary for marriage readiness) or “no” (i.e.,
not necessary for marriage readiness). Next, participants are asked to “give your opinion
of the importance of each of the following in determining whether or not a person is
ready to get married.” They could rate each criterion on a 4-point scale of 1 (“not at all
important”) to 4 (“very important”).
Ideal Age for Marriage, Marital Horizon, and Marriage Readiness Status. With
an open ended response format, participants’ were asked to report what they perceive to
be “the ideal age (in years) for an individual to get married.” Respondents’ current age
was then subtracted from their ideal age for marriage to compute their marital horizon.
Respondents were also asked about their perceptions of their own state of marriage
readiness (“Do you think that you are ready to be married?”). Participants could respond
“yes” (1), “no” (2), or “in some respects yes, in some respects no” (3).
Attitudes and Behaviors. The Project READY survey asked emerging adults
about a number of attitudes and behaviors related to marriage and family life. Related to
this study, participants were asked about their attitudes towards cohabitation and sexual
activity, as well as their sexual behavior.
Participants' attitudes towards cohabitation were measured using a 4-item
“Approval of Cohabitation” scale (α = .97) which asks participants to indicate their level

of agreement with statements about premarital cohabitation. These statements include:
“Living together before marriage will improve a couple’s chances of remaining happily
married”; "A couple will likely be happier in their marriage if they live together first"; "It
is a good idea for a couple to live together before getting married as a way of trying out
the relationship"; and, "Living together first is a good way of testing how workable a
couple's marriage would be." Responses for this scale are measured on a 6-point scale
ranging from “very strongly disagree” (1) to “very strongly agree” (6). The higher the
score on this measure the more favorably the participant views premarital cohabitation.
Participants' attitudes towards sexual activity were measured using a 2-item
“Premarital Sexual Permissiveness” scale (α = .81). Respondents were asked how much
they agree with the statements “It is all right for a man and woman to have sexual
relations before marriage” and "It is all right for two people to get together for sex and
not necessarily expect anything further." Both items utilize a six-point scale ranging from
“very strongly disagree” (1) to “very strongly agree” (6).
This study also incorporated a measure of participants’ sexual behavior. In
particular, participants were asked to report on the number of sexual partners they have
had in their life. Number of sexual partners has been found to be specifically related to
later marital outcomes, as individuals with multiple premarital sexual partners have been
shown to have higher levels of marital disruption than those who abstain from premarital
sex or only have sexual relations with their eventual spouse (Teachman, 2003). The
question for this measure was worded, "With how many partners have you ever had
sexual intercourse?" This question utilizes an open numerical response format.

Chapter IV
Analyses and Results
The analyses for this study were conducted in a sequential format to answer the
research questions detailed above. All analyses were done using SPSS for Windows 12.0.
Research question #1:
What do emerging adults consider as important criteria for being ready to marry?
Criteria for marriage readiness. The methods used in Arnett's (1997) original
study on emerging adulthood were used as a guide to answer the first research question of
this study. Thus, the initial step of analyses replicated the analyses performed in Arnett's
study. In order to determine the criteria emerging adults endorse as necessary and most
important for marriage readiness, basic frequencies and standard descriptive statistics
were computed. Table 1 displays the frequencies, means, and standard deviations of the
marriage readiness criteria.
As seen in Table 1, these analyses revealed that there is a group of 20 criteria that
85% or more of emerging adults believe to be necessary (i.e., “yes” response) for
marriage readiness. These top-rated criteria tended to cluster around certain domains,
such as: family capacities (e.g., "For a man, become capable of supporting a family
financially," "For a woman become capable of caring for children," "For a man become
capable of running a household," "For a woman become capable of running a
household,"), interpersonal competency in relationships (e.g., "Committed to a long-term
love relationship," "Be able to express feelings in close relationships," "Be able to discuss
personal problems with others"), norm compliance (e.g., "Have no more than one sexual
partner," "Avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism and shoplifting") and personal

responsibility (e.g., "Financially independent from parents and others," "Accept
responsibility for the consequences of your actions").
Results also indicated that there are a number of marriage readiness criteria that
were not ranked as necessary by the majority of emerging adults, but appear to be a
growing priority in comparison to previous generations. For example, nearly 1 in 4
emerging adults (24%) reported that “purchasing a house” was necessary to be ready for
marriage and 1in 3 emerging adults (33%) reported that the ability to pay for their own
wedding was a needed aspect of marriage readiness. Other notable results include the
findings that 1 in 3 emerging adults (33%) believed that they need to have reached at
least age 25 before marriage and more than half (60%) of emerging adults reported that
fully experiencing the "single life" was necessary before they would be ready to get
married.
Gender differences in marriage readiness importance criteria. A one-way
analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to examine gender differences on specific
criteria for marriage. Table 2 displays the mean scores of criteria for marriage readiness
as a function of gender. Results indicated that there were significant gender differences
on 15 out of 57 criteria (26%), with women reporting a higher level of importance for all
but one of the distinguishing criteria. Similar to the overall criteria for marriage
readiness, notable criteria differences tended to cluster around certain domains. The
findings demonstrate that, for the most part, emerging adult women ascribed more
importance than emerging adult men to factors associated with interpersonal competency
(i.e., express feelings in close relationships, F(1, 250) = 16.82, p < .001; listen to others
in an understanding way, F(1, 250) = 16.36, p < .001; discuss personal problems with

others, F(1, 250) = 5.00, p < .05; be respectful when dealing with differences, F(1, 250) =
14.56, p < .001) and other-centeredness (develop greater consideration for others, F(1,
250) = 5.61, p < .05; committed to a long-term love relationship, F(1, 250) = 6.41, p <
.01; have no more than one sexual partner, F(1, 250) = 5.48, p < .05; make life-long
commitments to others, F(1, 249) = 6.54, p < .01). Women also seemed to place a higher
emphasis on non-traditional family capacities in marriage preparation than did men (For
a woman, become capable of supporting a family financially, F(1, 249) = 11.50, p < .001;
For a man, become capable of running a household, F(1, 250) = 10.77, p < .001; For a
woman, become capable of keeping family physically safe, F(1, 249) = 5.80, p < .05).
Although women generally placed greater importance on specific criteria for
marriage readiness than their male counterparts, emerging adult men still placed high
importance on these same criteria. Also, there were no significant differences between
men and women on criteria assessing their views of premarital sexual activity (Have had
sexual intercourse, F(1, 249) = 3.05, p = .08) or cohabitation (Have lived with partner
before getting married, F(1, 248) = 3.02, p = .08) as being important criteria to achieve
before marriage. Thus, men and women appear to have similar views of the kind of
criteria that make someone ready for marriage, but differ somewhat in the degree of
importance they place on some notable aspects of marriage preparation.
Ideal age for marriage and marital horizon. Respondents were asked the
question: "What is the ideal age (in years) for an individual to get married?" Results
showed that men identified 25.1 years old (SD = 3.28 years) and women indicated 25.0
years old (SD = 1.57 years) to be the ideal age for someone to get married. As can be
noted in the reported standard deviations of these measures, men’s responses were more

varied than women’s. To determine the marital horizon of emerging adults, or the
perceived proximity of marriage in one’s life course, respondents’ ages were subtracted
from their reported ideal age for marriage. Results from these analyses indicated that the
average marital horizon was 5.3 years, with a range of 4 years younger than current age
to 12 years older than current age.
Ready for marriage. To determine whether the participants considered
themselves to be ready for marriage, responses to the question “Do you think that you are
ready to be married?” were examined. Results showed that 9% of the men and 5% of the
women indicated “yes,” 60% of the men and 67% of the women answered “no,” and 31%
of the men and 28% of the women answered “in some ways yes, in some ways no.”
These results indicate that the majority of emerging adult men and women believed they
were not ready for marriage while about a third of both the men and women portrayed a
sense of ambivalence about their state of marriage readiness.
Research question #2:
How do the criteria for marriage readiness among emerging adults differ from their
identified criteria for adulthood?
A series of paired t-tests were conducted to compare the importance means of the
adulthood and marriage readiness criteria. Table 3 displays the differences in mean scores
between the criteria for the transition to adulthood and the criteria for marriage readiness.
Overall, the results indicated that there is substantial difference among emerging adults
on more than half (59.5%) of their criteria for adulthood compared to the criteria for
marriage readiness.

In particular, the findings indicated that emerging adults placed a higher priority
on familial capacities (e.g., For a man, become capable of supporting a family
financially, t = -9.56, p < .001; For a woman, become capable of running a household, t =
-6.49, p < .001; For a woman, become capable of caring for children, t = -8.56, p < .001)
and parental independence (e.g., financially independent from parents and others, t = 2.07, p < .05; no longer living in parents' household, t = -3.15, p < .01; not deeply tied to
parents emotionally, t = -3.64, p < .001) to enter marriage than to become an adult.
Emerging adults also acknowledged the need to develop a greater sense of othercenteredness in order to become marriage ready adults (e.g., become less self-oriented
and develop greater consideration for others, t = -5.77, p < .001; committed to a longterm love relationship, t = -24.36, p < .001).
Research question #3:
How are the criteria for marriage readiness among emerging adults associated with
paradoxical beliefs about marriage preparation?
Due to the exploratory nature of this study, this question was examined at both the
bivariate and multivariate levels.
Bivariate correlations. Zero-order Pearson correlation coefficients were
calculated between the importance measures of the criteria for marriage readiness and the
approval of cohabitation scale, the premarital sexual permissiveness scale, and past
sexual behavior (i.e., "With how many partners have you ever had sexual intercourse?").
Table 4 shows significant relations between specific marriage readiness criteria and the
three attitudes and behavior measures. Specifically, 21% of the criteria were significantly
correlated with approval of cohabitation, 26% of the criteria were significantly correlated

with premarital sexual permissiveness, and 15% of the criteria were significantly
correlated with past sexual behavior. Significant positive correlations were found
between each of the attitudes and behavior measures and the following criteria:
financially independent from parents and others, reached age 21, have had sexual
intercourse, have fully experienced the “single life,” have had considerable sexual
experience, and have lived with a partner before getting married. Significant negative
correlations were found between each of the attitudes and behavior measures and the
criterion avoid becoming drunk.
Multivariate analyses. Next, backward elimination regressions were performed
to evaluate the multivariate associations between the significantly correlated (i.e., at the
bivariate level) importance criteria of marriage readiness and the approval of cohabitation
scale, the premarital sexual permissiveness scale, and past sexual behavior. The
backwards regression method begins with an examination of the combined effect of all of
the included independent variables (i.e., significantly correlated marriage readiness
criteria) on the dependent variable (regression #1 – approval of cohabitation scale,
regression #2 - premarital sexual permissiveness scale, & regression #3 - past sexual
behavior). One by one, insignificant predictor variables (starting with the weakest
predictor) are removed and a new regression analysis is performed. This statistical
process is repeated until a model is obtained in which all remaining predictors are
significantly associated with the dependent variable. The results provide standardized
coefficients for each independent variable, signifying the degree to which each one, when
combined with the others, contributed to predicting the dependent variable. Figure 1
(approval of cohabitation), Figure 2 (premarital sexual permissiveness), and Figure 3

(past sexual behavior) present the goodness-of-fit values, the standard coefficient values
for the remaining independent variables that fit the set significance of p < .05, and the
independent variables excluded from the model.
Results indicated that those who endorse cohabitation before marriage were more
likely to believe that it was important to be employed full-time (β = 0.14, p < .05), to
have fully experienced the "single life" (β = 0.23, p < .001), and to have had considerable
sexual experience (β = 0.15, p < .05) before they would be ready to get married. They
were also less likely to believe that it was important to avoid becoming drunk (β = -0.17,
p < .01) when ready for marriage and they did not deem participating in a marriage
preparation course (β = -0.28, p < .001) as important for marriage readiness. The model
accounted for 19% of the variance in approval for cohabitation (R² = .19).
Results indicated that emerging adults with sexually permissive attitudes were
more likely to believe that it was important to be financially independent from parents (β
= 0.11, p < .05), to have fully experienced the "single life" (β = 0.17, p < .01), and to
have lived with their partner before getting married (β = 0.36, p < .001) before they
would be ready for marriage. They were less likely to report that it was important to
avoid becoming drunk (β = -0.15, p < .01) and avoid use of profanity/vulgar language (β
= -0.28, p < .001) when ready to marry and they did not deem participating in a marriage
preparation course (β = -0.15, p < .01) as important for marriage readiness. The model
accounted for 37% of the variance in premarital sexual permissiveness (R² = .37).
Results indicated that emerging adults with a reported higher number of sexual
partners were likely to indicate that being financially independent from parents (β = 0.14,
p < .05) and having reached age 21 (β = 0.17, p < .01) were important criteria for

marriage readiness. They were also less likely to believe that it was important to avoid
use of profanity/vulgar language (β = -0.21, p < .001) when ready to marry. The model
accounted for 9% of the variance in past sexual behavior (R² = .09).
Of note in these findings is the amount of overlap between the criteria indicators
in the different models. The following variables were included in 2 of the 3 models:
(a) avoid becoming drunk (regressions #1 and #2), (b) have participated in a marriage
preparation course (regressions #1 and #2), (c) have fully experienced the single life
(regressions #1 and #2), (d) financially independent from parents (regressions #2 and #3),
and (e) avoid use of profanity/vulgar language (regressions #2 and #3).

Chapter V
Discussion
This study explored what emerging adults believe to be the important criteria for
marriage readiness and adulthood and how these criteria influence certain critical aspects
of emerging adults’ preparation for marriage. Three primary research questions were
asked in order to gain a greater understanding of the current culture of marriage
preparation among emerging adults. Study results revealed several noteworthy findings
regarding emerging adults' attitudes about marriage and family life. A summary and
discussion of the findings are presented here organized around each primary research
question.
I. What do emerging adults consider as important criteria for being ready to marry?
The central focus of this study was to identify the criteria that young people
endorse as needed and important for a person to be ready for marriage. Overall, the
findings from this study suggest that we may indeed be witnessing the formation of a
unique culture of marriage preparation in the rising generation of young people in
comparison to the one experienced by their parents and grandparents. Young people in
the United States today maintain a strong marriage ideal; yet seem to be approaching
marriage and family life with different ideals and pace than previous generations. It is
possible that the impact of high divorce rates in their parents’ generation is influencing
how young people approach marriage. The findings from this study point to at least three
notable themes that support this conclusion:
1. First, young people’s criteria for marriage readiness frequently reflect a desire
to avoid divorce in their own future marriages. In fact, many of the most

strongly endorsed criteria for marriage readiness seem aimed at preventing
divorce by establishing high quality marriages.
2. Secondly, young people also seem to be increasingly cautious about their
chances for successful marriage and, therefore, also indicate criteria for
marriage readiness that will serve them if marriage does not work out. In other
words, young adult life today may be as much about preparing for divorce as
it is about preparing for marriage.
3. Finally, there is support for the idea that the majority of young people today
have embraced the idea that life should involve an extended period of single
adult life that should precede marriage and family life. This ethic of
“emerging adulthood” reinforces the idea that one must fully experience this
period of singleness before he or she is “ready to be ready” for marriage.
A discussion of each of these trends and gender differences in the current culture
of marriage readiness follows.
Preparing for marriage and avoiding divorce. There were several findings from
this study that support the notion that young adults today are wary of marital failure and
anxious to achieve criteria they believe will prepare them for a successful marriage and
family life. Of note, study results showed that emerging adults ranked criteria associated
with family capacities and interpersonal competency in relationships as the most
important for being ready to get married. In order to feel ready for marriage, emerging
adults reported that they must develop a variety of capacities for fulfilling specific roles
in a family, such as running a household and caring for children. In addition, they
reported that they must develop a variety of capacities for forming and maintaining

personal relationships before they are marriage ready, such as being committed to a longterm love relationship and developing greater consideration for others. In fact, marriage
readiness criteria associated with interpersonal competency in relationships were among
the most widely endorsed by emerging adults. Results showed that 98% of emerging
adults believed that it is necessary for a person to be able to express his/her feelings in
close relationships, listen to others in an understanding way, discuss personal problems
with others, and be respectful of others when dealing with differences in order to be ready
for marriage. These findings suggest that emerging adults may look at their personal state
of marriage readiness as being linked to other-oriented responsibilities.
The nearly unanimous endorsement by emerging adults of interpersonal
competencies as a needed part of marriage readiness seems to be an encouraging marker
for the potential marital success of the rising generation. Long standing research on the
premarital predictors of marital success has consistently demonstrated that marital
competence, or a person’s ability to form and maintain relationships, is a critical aspect in
the development of successful, long-term marriages (Holman, 2001). Current research
has conceptualized marital competence as both the ability to love and the ability to
negotiate in intimate relationships (Carroll et al., in press). These two domains seem to be
captured by emerging adults' conceptions of what is necessary for being ready to marry.
Indeed, emerging adults seem to view becoming ready for marriage as being connected to
their abilities to care for others (as shown in their tendency to widely endorse family
capacities as necessary criteria) and their abilities to interact with others in relationships
(as shown in their tendency to widely endorse interpersonal competencies as necessary
criteria). Thus, emerging adults may have a more adequate understanding of the

competencies most needed for a successful marriage than they have been given credit for
in the past.
Another indicator that young people today are attempting to avoid divorce in their
future marriages is the increasing endorsement of cohabitation as a needed part of
marriage preparation. Similar to other studies (e.g., Whitehead & Popenoe, 2002), this
study found that a substantial number of emerging adults (38%) ranked cohabitation
before marriage as a necessary criterion for marriage readiness. It should be noted that
this finding is different than an acceptance of cohabitation; it indicates that nearly 4 out
of 10 young people see cohabitation as needed or necessary for marriage readiness. In
contrast to the optimism generated by young adults’ support for criteria associated with
interpersonal competency and family capacities, the endorsement of cohabitation before
marriage among the rising generation suggests that many emerging adults hold
potentially paradoxical beliefs about marriage preparation. As noted earlier, a large body
of research has found that premarital cohabitation is typically associated with higher
levels of instability in marriage (Heaton, 2002; Larson & Holman, 1994; White, 1990). In
their efforts to obtain a lifelong marriage, young people may unwittingly be increasing
their chances for divorce. If a growing number of emerging adults believe that living with
a partner is a needed part of marriage preparation, then this may have negative
implications for marital success in the rising generation. Indeed, when it comes to
marriage preparation and divorce prevention among young people today, they may know
where they are going, but have misinformed ideas about how to get there.
Preparing for marriage or preparing for divorce? There seems to be some
evidence that a wariness of divorce among emerging adults is creating a culture of

divorce preparation rather than a culture of marriage preparation. Stated differently, the
emerging ethic of marriage preparation may be: “When you are ready to get divorced,
you are ready to get married.” Young people today seem to be acknowledging the need
for self-reliance before being ready to marry, which is an apparent shift from an
interdependence ethic more widely accepted by their parents' and grandparents'
generations wherein individuals could rely on marriage for financial stability. In support
of this conclusion, this study found that there might be some degree of change in the
specific types of marriage readiness criteria endorsed by the current generation in
comparison to young people in previous generations.
For example, it seems that a financial independence ethic is starting to emerge
among the current generation of young people. Put another way, young people today
endorse “getting ahead before getting wed” (Whitehead & Popenoe, 2002). A
considerable proportion of emerging adults reported that to be marriage ready they not
only needed to be financially independent from their parents (91%), but they also needed
to be finished with their education (43%) and settled into a long-term career (51%). Also,
a notable percentage of emerging adults believed they needed to be able to pay for their
own wedding (33%) and to have purchased a house (24%) before they would feel ready
to get married. Given that these financial goals have been traditionally understood as
being milestones of married life by previous generations, the greater emphasis on
financial criteria for marriage readiness may indicate a "hedge your bets" approach to
marriage, in that emerging adults don't want to step into marriage until they are ready to
step out of it.

This new ethic of personal independence in marriage preparation needs to be
further explored to see if it in fact makes marriages more stable, with young people
entering marriage with more resources and being more mature, or if it weakens marriages
by undermining the need for mutual partnership among couples. In short, it may be
possible that an excessive emphasis on being able to take care of oneself becomes a selffulfilling prophecy, paradoxically increasing emerging adults' chances of experiencing a
divorce in the future. This may occur in two ways. First, young people today may enter
marriage with a built-in escape route that lessens the likelihood they will stick with a
marriage in periods of distress or trouble. Secondly, emerging adults who endorse
economic self-reliance before marriage will most likely put off marriage in order to
achieve these goals. As they delay marriage in an attempt to better prepare for marriage,
they will increase their chances of being exposed to marital risk factors (since they will
have an increased amount of time to engage in these behaviors) which, in turn, will
inadvertently increase the possibility of divorce.
Getting ready to be ready for marriage. While much of young people’s criteria
for marriage readiness reflect a direct orientation to marriage readiness and preparation,
there are also signs that marriage is increasingly being considered as part of a not-yetreached life stage. More than half of emerging adults (60%) ranked having “fully
experienced the single life" as an important criterion to achieve before they would feel
ready to get married. In comparison to earlier generations who moved from adolescence
to marriage-centered adulthood in a typically direct fashion, it appears that a growing
number of emerging adults believe that they will not be ready for marriage until they go

through an extended period of single adulthood that permits them to explore and
experiment in various areas of life.
As noted earlier, Western, industrialized societies have increasingly accepted a
period of “emerging adulthood” for young people today. This study extends these
findings as it appears that the "single life" is not only becoming a permissible period for
emerging adults, it is also being regarded as a necessary period before a young person is
ready to settle down and get married. This finding implies that a new philosophy
regarding marriage readiness may be arising among emerging adults. Emerging adults
seem to be endorsing the idea that they will only be ready for marriage when they are
done being single. Thus, marriage is delayed in their lives until they have accomplished
certain things that are deemed only possible to accomplish when one is single.
Other results also showed that young people typically believe that a period of
single adulthood should exist between adolescence and married adult life. The results of
this study showed that there was little difference between the ideal age of marriage for
emerging adult men and women, with both genders indicating that 25 years old is the
average ideal age for marriage. However, there was greater variance among men than
there was among the women on this question. Men were more likely to report ages
approaching 30 or actually in their 30s as ideal for getting married, whereas women had
more consensus about marriage ideally occurring around their mid-twenties. This seems
to be consistent with the current age trends for getting married, which is about 25 years
for women and 27 for men (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2003). Since the median age for
first marriage among men is slightly higher than it is for women, it seems logical that
men would have a larger age range for their ideal age of marriage.

It is interesting to compare the marital horizon of emerging adults with their
perceptions of marriage readiness as related to age. A majority of emerging adults
believed it was necessary to be at least the age of 18 (79%) and 21 (73%) in order to be
ready for marriage. However, the number of emerging adults who believed that they
needed to have reached age 25 to be ready for marriage dropped to 33%. It appears that
many emerging adults would ideally like to be at least age 25 when they actually get
married, but they do not believe it is necessary for them to have reached this age in order
to be ready for marriage. This may indicate that young people are willing to delay
marriage until their mid-twenties even if they feel they are ready for marriage at an
earlier time. This too supports the idea that a period of single adulthood is increasingly
being seen as the “right way” to go through this period of life.
Of note, emerging adults ranked some marriage readiness criteria surprisingly
lower than what might have been expected. For example, only 21% of emerging adults
reported that having had sexual intercourse is necessary for being ready to get married
and just 15% believed they needed to have had considerable sexual experience in order to
be ready for marriage. This is surprising given the fact that a liberal sexual ethic appears
to be quite consistent among many young people in the current generation. Recent
research reveals that most young people engage in premarital sexual activity (Martin et
al., 2001) and a prevalence of casual sex and sexual experimentation before marriage
exists among the “hook up” culture of emerging adults (Glenn & Marquardt, 2001). This
finding may indicate that casual sexual experience is an acceptable part of “single
adulthood,” but has little if any connection to future marriage and family life. Indeed, this

finding may indicate a growing trend to view sexual experience during emerging
adulthood as independent from relationships and relationship readiness.
Gender differences in marriage readiness criteria. There were some significant
gender differences in what men and women deemed important for being marriage ready.
In general, emerging adult women ascribed more importance than emerging adult men to
factors associated with interpersonal competency (e.g., "Be able to express feelings in
close relationships"), personal responsibility (e.g., "Financially independent from parents
and others"), and other-centered capacities (e.g., "Become less self-oriented and develop
greater consideration for others"). These findings may reflect societal expectations of
women, wherein they are generally expected to be “relationship architects” (Wambolt &
Reiss, 1989) and to be socially responsible as opposed to the “boys will be boys” attitude
for many behaviors of men. As a result, women may esteem aspects of responsibility
toward others (especially in relationships) and toward themselves more highly than do
men because they are socialized to display these qualities.
Emerging adult women also ascribed more importance than men to the criterion
"For a woman, becoming capable of supporting a family financially." It appears that
women may have a different perception of marriage than previous generations.
Traditionally, marriage has been viewed as a financial stepping stone for women wherein
they could find stability and support from their husband, the primary breadwinner. The
majority of young women today do not seem to have this traditional notion of marriage.
Marriage has become much more unpredictable and unstable in society, as seen in the
historically high divorce rates. These women may not feel that they can rely on marriage
for financial stability anymore, and as a result they may be consciously (or

unconsciously) preparing against possible divorce by insisting on becoming financially
independent even before they get married.
It is also important to note that men and women had many similarities on what
they deemed important for marriage readiness. Although women generally placed greater
importance on specific criteria for marriage readiness than their male counterparts,
emerging adult men still placed high importance on these same criteria. Thus, with
regards to gender differences in emerging adults’ criteria for marriage readiness, the
findings showed that men and women are more similar than they are different in what
they believe makes someone marriage ready. For example, there were no significant
differences between men and women regarding the necessity of having had sexual
intercourse or of having had lived with a partner before getting married. This is
interesting because men are typically more likely than women to have liberal views
towards sexuality and cohabitation (Sprecher & McKinney, 1993), and thus it might be
expected that they would place greater importance on having done these behaviors before
they would feel ready for marriage.
Women were more likely than men to report that they are not ready to get
married. This is surprising given the fact that past research claims women report more
perceived readiness for marriage and a shorter waiting time than men (Larson, 1988;
Larson et al., 1998; Whitehead & Popenoe, 2000). Perhaps these results indicate that
there is a narrowing of the gender gap with regards to marriage readiness. As previously
noted, increases in women’s enrollment in college and involvement in the labor force
may eventually lead to greater marriage delays among women. These findings provide

possible evidence that the gender gap is starting to narrow as it relates to marriage
readiness, at least among the population of college-enrolled men and women.
II. How do the criteria for marriage readiness among emerging adults differ from their
identified criteria for adulthood?
Overall, study results indicated that there is considerable difference among
emerging adults on their criteria for adulthood compared to the criteria for marriage
readiness. In particular, emerging adults placed a higher priority on familial capacities
(e.g., "For a man, become capable of supporting a family financially"), parental
independence (e.g., "Financially independent from parents and others"), and developing a
greater sense of other-centeredness (e.g., "Become less self-oriented and develop greater
consideration for others") to enter marriage than to become an adult. These findings
suggest that the process of becoming marriage ready involves a shift from being taken
care of by others (e.g., parents) and being responsible for only one's self to that of being
able to take care of others (e.g., family) and being responsible for more than just one's
self. As noted earlier, previous research has shown that emerging adults report more
internal and individualistic qualities as their criteria for adulthood to the near exclusion of
any other-oriented criteria, such as marriage, parenthood, and familial capacities (Arnett,
1998; Nelson, 2003). Results from this study showed that the very criteria on which
emerging adults previously placed little importance for adulthood (e.g., familial
capacities) are now being given notable importance when associated with marriage
readiness.
There seems to be emerging evidence for a “second step” hypothesis in the
relationship between adulthood and marriage in that becoming an adult requires a “first

step” of change in leaving adolescence, but that becoming marriage ready requires a
second, and perhaps greater, step of development in attitudes, behaviors, and capacities.
It appears that most emerging adults view the first step of adulthood as a self-oriented
period where they have transitioned from adolescence and can focus on individual
pursuits and goals, such as school, career, identity development, etc. Then, once they are
finished pursuing their own interests, they are prepared, or at least are more willing, to
move on to the next step of being other-oriented where they can develop capacities to
care for others. Hence, it may be that marriage is considered “real adulthood” or at least a
developmental step that requires greater developmental change and a more mature form
of being an adult.
It should be noted that the self-oriented period could be a positive and/or negative
time for emerging adults' development. This time of exploration and experimentation
may allow emerging adults to move along in pursuits, such as education or career, and to
discover what talents and abilities they have. They may be able to figure out what they
desire in relationships and what qualities are important for them in a future mate.
However, this time could also have some negative repercussions for many emerging
adults in that they are never able to move past this period of experimentation and thus
remain in a state of identity moratorium or develop a more self-centered identity. Also,
their explorations may include behaviors that have a negative impact on later marital
quality (i.e., cohabitation, sexual promiscuity, binge drinking, drug use) and thus, if they
do eventually move on to the next step of marriage they may have prepared themselves
better for the possibility of divorce rather than marital success. If this is true, emerging

adult scholars will need to pay greater attention to marriage readiness issues in
describing, explaining, and predicting emerging adult behavior.
The notable differences in the adulthood and marriage readiness criteria also
suggest that the context of adulthood is changing in the minds of emerging adults. As
noted earlier, emerging adults report that a person can be an adult without being married
or having a family. Essentially, emerging adults are claiming an adult status that previous
generations would not endorse. Although the criteria that has been traditionally
understood to be important for adulthood by previous generations (e.g., familial
capacities, abilities to care for others) are not considered necessary anymore, it is
interesting to note that emerging adults do believe they need to eventually achieve these
criteria as they approach marriage. Indeed, emerging adults now bring up the criteria
formerly associated with adulthood when they discuss preparing for marriage. It appears
that the criteria that used to be deemed important for adulthood have shifted contexts and
are now considered more important for marriage readiness.
III. How are the criteria for marriage readiness among emerging adults associated with
paradoxical beliefs about marriage preparation?
Study results indicated that certain marriage readiness criteria were significantly
associated with paradoxical beliefs about marriage preparation. Specifically, emerging
adults who espoused paradoxical beliefs were more likely to report a financial
independence ethic (e.g., “Financially independent from parents,” “Be employed fulltime”) and the accomplishment of a single lifestyle (e.g., “Have fully experienced the
single life,” "Have had considerable sexual experience," "Have lived with partner before
getting married") as necessary for being ready to marry. Those who espoused

paradoxical beliefs were less likely to report the need for norm compliance (e.g., “Avoid
becoming drunk,” “Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language”) and premarital education
(e.g., “Have participated in a marriage preparation course”) in order to be ready for
marriage.
As noted earlier, there seems to be evidence that some emerging adults view the
relationship between adulthood and marriage as a two step process. If there is a so-called
“second step” to adulthood, researchers need to look at whether there is continuity
between these two steps and whether emerging adults are able to successfully transition
from this first to second step. The transition involves a shift from self-oriented and
individualistic pursuits to a focus on other-oriented and familial responsibilities and may
be difficult for many emerging adults to make because the behaviors that distinguish
these two steps are very different in nature. This has important implications for marriage
because certain self-oriented behaviors that emerging adults engage in during the "first
step" may build unstable foundations for their later marriages.
As a result, researchers should try to determine whether the elongated period of
the first step is priming emerging adults for marriage. In fact, there may be unintended
consequences for this period as emerging adults come to adopt a single lifestyle. This
single period of life may be contributing to attitudes and behaviors that will be
problematic for marriage readiness. For example, some emerging adults may be living in
paradoxical forms before marriage (e.g., premarital sexual activity and/or cohabitation)
which could then make it difficult for them to actually succeed at the second step of
marriage. Since these behaviors have been found to be negative factors for marital
success, emerging adults may be preparing more for divorce than for marriage during

the first step of adulthood. By pushing back the adulthood criteria that used to be
deemed important by previous generations (i.e., other-oriented capacities) and allowing
a two step process of moving from self-oriented pursuits to other-oriented
responsibilities, society may be setting up a culture of divorce preparation rather than a
culture of marriage preparation. Thus, researchers need to investigate the continuity
between these two steps and examine whether it is possible to transition from one to the
other.
Furthermore, there appears to be inconsistent findings about marriage preparation
that need to be more fully explored by researchers. Indeed, two philosophies of marriage
preparation seem to be supported by strands of contradictory research evidence. The first
philosophy promotes the delay of marriage and suggests that there are certain benefits to
marrying at an older age and to obtaining some form of education before marriage. From
this point of view, the delay of marriage should be encouraged because research has
found that the rising age at first marriage and improvements in education are associated
with increasing marital stability (Heaton, 2002). In contrast, another philosophy suggests
that young people should marry earlier in order to decrease their chances of being
exposed to marital risk factors such as cohabitation and premarital sex. The delay of
marriage should not be not encouraged from this point of view because a shorter waiting
time for marriage lessens the possibility of engaging in behaviors that have negative
effects on future marital stability. It is uncertain at this time which of these philosophies
warrants the best solution. Perhaps an extended period of single life needs to be coupled
with a conservative sexual ethic in order for it to provide desirable benefits. Researchers

should further explore the validity of these philosophies so that emerging adults are
better informed about suitable approaches to marriage preparation.
Limitations
The most apparent limitations to the present study are associated with the
diversity of the sample. First, there is a lack of ethnic diversity among the participants.
Although the sample was drawn from several colleges and universities throughout the
United States, the sample consisted of predominantly European-American young men
and women. Since ethnic minority groups currently make up one-third of the U.S.
population, future studies should include a more ethnically diverse population that is
representative of all emerging adults in the American culture.
Second, there is a lack of educational diversity among the participants of this
study. The participants were all students attending colleges/universities in the United
States, and therefore, the substantial proportion of emerging adults who are not actively
pursuing higher education were not represented in the sample. Future studies would
greatly benefit from gathering a sample of non-college emerging adults since very little
research has been done to examine potential differences between students and nonstudents on their perceptions of marriage readiness and adulthood.
Third, there is a lack of class or economic diversity among the participants. The
majority of participants came from higher SES backgrounds, and thus this research is
not inclusive of lower-income individuals. A non-representative sample could be
problematic because the distinctions that mark emerging adulthood may be more
pronounced among young people from middle-class and upper class families with more

resources to facilitate the delay of adult responsibilities and exploration during this time
in life.
Another limitation to the present study is the fact that all ages ranging from 18 to
25 years were grouped together in the analyses. 18-year old emerging adults may have
very different attitudes toward marriage in comparison to 25-year old emerging adults.
Since the ideal age of marriage of emerging adults has been found to be 25 years, it
seems logical that 25-year old emerging adults would have a much different perspective
on their level of readiness when compared to 18-year old emerging adults. It might be
beneficial for future studies to have a large enough sample to compare ages by grouping
them into different categories, such as 18-19 year olds, 20-22 year olds, and 23-25 year
olds. Emerging adults’ perceptions of marriage readiness could possibly have unique
distinctions in each age category.
Implications for Future Research
This study has sought to better understand what the rising generation of emerging
adults view as the criteria for marriage readiness and the pathways they are taking to
make themselves ready for this transition. However, little attention has been given to the
attitudes and beliefs that parents of emerging adults hold on these topics. Future work
should address what parents of emerging adults believe to be the important criteria for
marriage readiness. Future research needs to determine if there is a link between parents’
perceptions and their adult children’s perceptions of the transitions to adulthood and
marriage.
The identification of a parent-child link in criteria for marriage readiness could
have important implications for emerging adults’ future marriages because many parents

may be unintentionally socializing their adult children for marital failure. Because of the
rise of divorce during their own generation, many parents today may be encouraging
their children to prepare for the possibility of divorce by delaying marriage to pursue
education, advance their careers, and gain economic independence. This espousal of the
financial independence ethic may be encouraging emerging adults to develop selffocused identities and may be communicating the message that marriage is an unstable
foundation for adult life and happiness.
Furthermore, the encouragement of delayed marriage by parents and others may
be exposing their children to additional marital risk factors such as cohabitation and
premarital sexual behavior. Simply put, parents may be preparing their children for
divorce rather than marriage, and this may be acting as a self-fulfilling prophecy in their
adult children’s marriages. Thus, parents may be inadvertently fostering paradoxical
beliefs about marriage preparation among their adult children. As a result, future
research needs to look at parents’ perceptions of marriage readiness so that scholars can
better inform parents about proper marriage preparation and help them avoid
unintentionally socializing their adult children for marital failure.
It should also be noted that the present study utilized analyses that focus on
measures of central tendency, thereby obscuring issues of diversity and variance among
emerging adults’ views of adulthood and marriage preparation. While this and other
studies have found a good deal of consensus in the criteria young people endorse for
adulthood and marriage readiness, a careful evaluation of the data reveals that there is a
fair amount of variance in response patterns across emerging adults. This may mean that
there are sub-groups or populations of emerging adults that have different approaches to

this period of single life. Future studies would greatly benefit from looking at certain
groups, or clusters that hold similar values about how to negotiate this time of life. In
contrast to the present study which focused on central tendencies of the sample, other
studies should be done using a cluster analysis approach to identify if there are unique
sub-groups of emerging adults who share distinct perspectives of the transition to
adulthood and readiness for marriage (i.e., highly religious, liberal, sexually
promiscuous, etc).
In addition, other studies should be done using a factor analysis approach to see if
the large number of marriage readiness criteria will reduce to a smaller number of latent
factors (e.g., Family Capacities, Norm Compliance). Since previous research has
provided a factor model containing five constructs for the transition to adulthood criteria
(Badger, Nelson, & Barry, 2004), it is likely that a similar pattern of relationships may
emerge among the marriage readiness criteria. Future studies should also control for age
and religion when examining the associations between the marriage readiness criteria
and the paradoxical beliefs about marriage preparation.
Finally, little attention has been given in the emerging adulthood research on
gender differences in the criteria for adulthood. Since the present study found gender
differences in the marriage readiness criteria, it is likely that men and women have
different expectations for and experiences during the transition to adulthood. Thus,
researchers should also look at whether there are possible differences among men and
women in the criteria deemed necessary for adulthood.

Conclusion
The findings from this study are notable because they provide greater insight into
how perceptions of marriage preparation, and most especially marriage readiness, play a
significant role during the transition to adulthood. In fact, the results indicate that we are
witnessing the formation of a unique culture of marriage preparation in the rising
generation of educated young adults in comparison to the one experienced by their
parents and grandparents. This study supports the notion that marriage still matters for the
majority of young people and that they are both planning and expecting to marry in the
future. Although they continue to maintain a strong marriage ideal, it appears that a
growing number of emerging adults believe that they will not be ready for marriage until
they go through an extended period of single adulthood that permits them to explore and
experiment in various areas of life. In addition, the results indicate that emerging adults
may be as much preparing for divorce as they are preparing for marriage during this
period of exploration and experimentation.
Most importantly, the findings from this study present evidence that some
emerging adults are taking certain pathways to marriage readiness that result in
unintended consequences. Indeed, this study suggests that the single period of life known
as emerging adulthood may be contributing to attitudes and behaviors that will be
problematic for marriage readiness. Emerging adults may be establishing unstable
foundations for their later marriages and scholars need to pay more attention to this
critical period in order to prepare better emerging adults for marital success and family
life. Despite its noted weaknesses, this study provides preliminary groundwork for a
promising new topic of research that has been overlooked in the past literature.
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Table 1
Frequencies, Means, and Standard Deviations of Marriage Readiness Criteria
Necessary
(%)

Mean

SD

Be able to express feelings in close relationships

98

3.83

.47

Be able to listen to others in an understanding way

98

3.82

.45

Be respectful of others when dealing with differences

98

3.82

.46

Be able to discuss personal problems with others

98

3.73

.54

Accept responsibility for the consequences of your actions

97

3.80

.58

Committed to a long-term love relationship

96

3.85

.54

Avoid aggressive and violent behavior

95

3.82

.50

Become less self-oriented, develop greater consideration for others

95

3.59

.63

Financially independent from parents and others

91

3.57

.63

For a man, become capable of supporting a family financially

91

3.53

.68

For a woman, become capable of running a household

91

3.47

.71

Decided on personal beliefs and values independently of parents or other
influences

90

3.44

.77

For a man, become capable of running a household

90

3.43

.75

Make life-long commitments to others

89

3.54

.81

Avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism and shoplifting

87

3.57

.76

Be able to maintain a positive outlook on life

86

3.32

.71

For a man, become capable of keeping family physically safe

86

3.29

.90

Have no more than one sexual partner

85

3.51

.93

Use contraception if sexually active and not trying to conceive a child

85

3.36

.82

For a woman, become capable of caring for children

85

3.34

.81

Avoid drunk driving

84

3.54

.78

For a man, become capable of caring for children

84

3.37

.80

Establish a relationship with parents as an equal adult

83

3.25

.84

Learn always to have good control of your emotions

82

3.27

.74

No longer living in parents' household

80

3.33

.83

Reached age 18

79

3.40

.91

Have come to terms with any negative family experiences

79

3.06

.81

For a woman, become capable of supporting a family financially

78

3.25

.81

For a woman, become capable of keeping family physically safe

78

3.09

.96

Avoid illegal drugs

77

3.21

.96

Have overcome any personal challenges

77

3.05

.78

Reached age 21

73

3.15

.93

Be employed full-time

66

3.13

.85

For a man, become biologically capable of fathering children

61

2.75

1.12

For a woman, become biologically capable of bearing children

60

2.73

1.11

Have fully experienced the “single life”

60

2.65

.93

Settled into a long-term career

51

2.77

.90

Avoid becoming drunk

51

2.62

1.01

Allowed to drink alcohol

50

2.02

1.05

Have obtained a driver’s license and can drive an automobile

48

2.52

1.06

Allowed to smoke cigarettes

44

1.88

1.05

Finished with education

43

2.64

.97

Drive automobile safely and close to the speed limit

43

2.51

1.01

Have lived with partner before getting married

38

2.31

1.03

Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language

35

2.14

.97

Be able to pay for own wedding

33

2.26

.88

Reached age 25

33

2.04

.96

Have participated in a marriage preparation course or some other form of
premarital education

31

2.31

1.00

Not deeply tied to parents emotionally

29

2.15

1.00

Grow to full height

25

1.76

1.04

Purchased a house

24

2.20

.91

Capable of supporting parents financially

22

2.16

.96

Have had sexual intercourse

21

1.75

.92

Reached age 30

16

1.69

.86

Have had considerable sexual experience

15

1.70

.79

Have at least one child

6

1.42

.79

For a man, completed military service

2

1.29

.59

Table 2
Gender Differences in Marriage Readiness Criteria
Male

Female

M

SD

M

SD

F

Financially independent from parents and others

3.45

.74

3.65

.53

6.39**

No longer living in parents' household

3.27

.90

3.36

.77

.65

Finished with education

2.68

1.02

2.61

.93

.26

Have at least one child

1.63

.94

1.29

.67

10.80***

Settled into a long-term career

2.72

1.03

2.81

.806

.71

Purchased a house

2.26

1.03

2.17

.83

.60

Avoid becoming drunk

2.71

1.05

2.57

.99

1.27

Avoid illegal drugs

3.15

.97

3.25

.95

.66

Have no more than one sexual partner

3.34

1.07

3.62

.81

5.48*

Drive automobile safely and close to the speed limit

2.53

1.04

2.50

1.00

.04

Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language

2.14

1.05

2.13

.92

.00

Use contraception if sexually active and not trying to conceive a
child

3.19

.89

3.47

.75

7.51**

Not deeply tied to parents emotionally

2.12

1.00

2.18

1.00

.24

Reached age 18

3.36

.97

3.42

.86

.24

Reached age 21

3.05

.98

3.21

.89

1.89

Committed to a long-term love relationship

3.75

.69

3.92

.41

6.41**

Decided on personal beliefs and values independently of parents
or other influences

3.45

.83

3.43

.74

.06

For a man, become capable of supporting a family financially

3.47

.74

3.57

.64

1.21

For a woman, become capable of caring for children

3.33

.88

3.36

.75

.10

For a woman, become capable of supporting a family financially

3.04

.89

3.39

.72

11.50***

For a man, become capable of caring for children

3.31

.86

3.40

.74

.72

For a woman, become capable of running a household

3.29

.83

3.59

.59

11.66***

For a man, become capable of running a household

3.25

.86

3.55

.63

10.77***

Grow to full height

1.85

1.05

1.70

1.04

1.28

For a woman, become biologically capable of bearing children

2.71

1.16

2.75

1.07

.06

For a man, become biologically capable of fathering children

2.74

1.17

2.75

1.09

.02

For a man, become capable of keeping family physically safe

3.21

.99

3.34

.84

1.26

For a woman, become capable of keeping family physically safe

2.91

1.02

3.21

.91

5.80*

Accept responsibility for the consequences of your actions

3.72

.70

3.85

.47

3.53

Have obtained a driver’s license and can drive an automobile

2.47

1.09

2.55

1.04

.37

Have had sexual intercourse

1.87

.99

1.67

.86

3.05

Be employed full-time

3.17

.94

3.09

.78

.47

Avoid drunk driving

3.54

.82

3.53

.77

.02

Avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism and shoplifting

3.57

.83

3.57

.72

.00

Establish a relationship with parents as an equal adult

3.16

.94

3.30

.77

1.76

Learn always to have good control of your emotions

3.32

.83

3.24

.67

.77

Become less self-oriented, develop greater consideration for
others

3.47

.71

3.66

.55

5.61*

Capable of supporting parents financially

2.15

1.04

2.17

.91

.05

Allowed to drink alcohol

1.92

1.01

2.08

1.07

1.40

Allowed to smoke cigarettes

1.84

1.03

1.92

1.07

.33

For a man, completed military service

1.38

.66

1.23

.53

3.81

Reached age 25

2.02

1.00

2.05

.94

.05

Reached age 30

1.71

.93

1.67

.82

.17

Avoid aggressive and violent behavior

3.79

.59

3.84

.44

.55

Be able to express feelings in close relationships

3.69

.65

3.93

.26

16.82***

Be able to listen to others in an understanding way

3.69

.58

3.91

.31

16.36***

Be able to discuss personal problems with others

3.64

.66

3.79

.45

5.00*

Be respectful of others when dealing with differences

3.69

.60

3.91

.31

14.56***

Have participated in a marriage preparation course or some
other form of premarital education

2.23

.95

2.37

1.03

1.21

Have fully experienced the “single life”

2.62

.96

2.67

.91

.17

Have had considerable sexual experience

1.79

.84

1.63

.76

2.52

Be able to pay for own wedding

2.19

.95

2.31

.82

1.15

Have lived with partner before getting married

2.45

1.10

2.22

.98

3.02

Have come to terms with any negative family experiences

3.00

.90

3.09

.75

.80

Have overcome any personal challenges

3.07

.90

3.04

.69

.08

Make life-long commitments to others

3.38

.92

3.64

.70

6.54**

Be able to maintain a positive outlook on life

3.37

.76

3.29

.67

.73

*Significant at the p < .05 level
**Significant at the p < .01 level
***Significant at the p < .001 level

Table 3
Criteria for the Transition to Adulthood Compared to Criteria for Marriage Readiness
Adulthood

Marriage
Readiness

M

SD

M

SD

t

Financially independent from parents and others

3.47

6.94

3.57

.63

-2.07*

No longer living in parents' household

3.15

.82

3.33

.83

-3.15**

Finished with education

2.63

1.07

2.64

.97

-.07

Have at least one child

1.80

1.01

1.42

.79

6.10***

Settled into a long-term career

2.73

.98

2.77

.90

-.71

Purchased a house

2.33

.93

2.20

.91

2.10*

Avoid becoming drunk

2.37

1.01

2.62

1.01

-4.03***

Avoid illegal drugs

3.12

1.02

3.21

.96

-1.51

Have no more than one sexual partner

2.43

1.04

3.51

.93

-13.24***

Drive automobile safely and close to the speed limit

2.41

.99

2.51

1.01

-1.62

Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language

2.03

.87

2.14

.97

-1.87

Use contraception if sexually active and not trying to conceive a
child

3.30

.91

3.36

.82

-1.09

Not deeply tied to parents emotionally

1.93

.94

2.15

1.00

-3.64***

Reached age 18

2.83

1.03

3.40

.91

-7.86***

Reached age 21

2.82

1.01

3.15

.93

-4.58***

Committed to a long-term love relationship

2.23

.98

3.85

.54

-24.36***

Decided on personal beliefs and values independently of parents or
other influences

3.42

.70

3.44

.77

-.31

For a man, become capable of supporting a family financially

3.01

.92

3.53

.68

-9.56***

For a woman, become capable of caring for children

2.87

.94

3.34

.81

-8.56***

For a woman, become capable of supporting a family financially

2.78

.89

3.25

.81

-8.53***

For a man, become capable of caring for children

2.91

.91

3.37

.79

-8.16***

For a woman, become capable of running a household

3.10

.85

3.47

.71

-6.49***

For a man, become capable of running a household

3.06

.84

3.43

.75

-6.65***

Grow to full height

1.94

1.01

1.76

1.04

2.85**

For a woman, become biologically capable of bearing children

2.61

1.08

2.73

1.11

-1.98*

For a man, become biologically capable of fathering children

2.62

1.08

2.75

1.12

-1.94*

For a man, become capable of keeping family physically safe

2.90

1.00

3.29

.90

-7.64***

For a woman, become capable of keeping family physically safe

2.73

.99

3.09

.96

-7.12***

Accept responsibility for the consequences of your actions

3.84

.51

3.80

.58

1.21

Have obtained a driver’s license and can drive an automobile

2.59

1.09

2.52

1.06

1.26

Have had sexual intercourse

1.81

.98

1.75

.92

1.25

Be employed full-time

3.07

.92

3.13

.85

-.99

Avoid drunk driving

3.54

.84

3.54

.78

.08

Avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism and shoplifting

3.52

.81

3.57

.76

-1.20

Establish a relationship with parents as an equal adult

3.34

.82

3.25

.84

1.91

Learn always to have good control of your emotions

3.08

.77

3.27

.74

-3.90***

Become less self-oriented, develop greater consideration for others

3.28

.76

3.59

.63

-5.77***

Capable of supporting parents financially

2.41

.92

2.16

.96

4.48***

Allowed to drink alcohol

2.06

1.02

2.02

1.05

.63

Allowed to smoke cigarettes

1.65

.96

1.88

1.05

-3.38***

For a man, completed military service

1.35

.64

1.29

.59

1.45

*Significant at the p < .05 level
**Significant at the p < .01 level
***Significant at the p < .001 level

Table 4
Correlations Between Criteria for Marriage Readiness and Paradoxical Beliefs

Cohabit

Premarital
Sex

Sexual
Behavior

Financially independent from parents and others

.18**

.21**

.18**

No longer living in parents' household

.15*

.10

.08

Finished with education

.06

-.04

.00

Have at least one child

.09

-.06

-.08

Settled into a long-term career

.09

.03

.05

Purchased a house

.08

.00

-.01

Avoid becoming drunk

-.14*

-.26**

-.17**

Avoid illegal drugs

-.12

-.20**

-.10

Have no more than one sexual partner

.00

.02

.04

Drive automobile safely and close to the speed limit

.06

-.18**

-.11

Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language

-.10

-.33**

-.18**

Use contraception if sexually active and not trying to conceive a
child

.06

-.05

-.08

Not deeply tied to parents emotionally

-.02

-.06

-.06

Reached age 18

.11

.14*

.13*

Reached age 21

.15*

.16*

.17**

Committed to a long-term love relationship

-.01

.03

.05

Decided on personal beliefs and values independently of parents or
other influences

.00

.01

.09

For a man, become capable of supporting a family financially

.08

.00

.09

For a woman, become capable of caring for children

.06

-.02

.04

For a woman, become capable of supporting a family financially

.09

-.05

.05

For a man, become capable of caring for children

.04

-.03

.07

For a woman, become capable of running a household

-.01

-.07

.08

For a man, become capable of running a household

.05

-.01

.09

Grow to full height

.00

.01

-.01

For a woman, become biologically capable of bearing children

.06

.02

-.07

For a man, become biologically capable of fathering children

.07

.01

-.08

For a man, become capable of keeping family physically safe

.14*

-.04

.09

For a woman, become capable of keeping family physically safe

.14*

-.04

.09

Accept responsibility for the consequences of your actions

.02

-.01

.07

Have obtained a driver’s license and can drive an automobile

.10

.02

.00

Have had sexual intercourse

.20**

.25**

.19**

Be employed full-time

.14*

.07

.09

Avoid drunk driving

.08

-.13*

.01

Avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism and shoplifting

.08

-.06

.04

Establish a relationship with parents as an equal adult

.09

.00

.09

Learn always to have good control of your emotions

.01

-.12*

-.09

Become less self-oriented, develop greater consideration for others

.01

.00

-.04

Capable of supporting parents financially

.11

-.05

-.07

Allowed to drink alcohol

.12

.10

-.07

Allowed to smoke cigarettes

.02

.06

-.02

For a man, completed military service

-.06

-.08

-.05

Reached age 25

.09

.08

-.01

Reached age 30

.08

.04

-.07

Avoid aggressive and violent behavior

.00

.00

.03

Be able to express feelings in close relationships

.05

.08

.08

Be able to listen to others in an understanding way

.06

.05

.08

Be able to discuss personal problems with others

.06

.05

.07

Be respectful of others when dealing with differences

.12

.09

.03

Have participated in a marriage preparation course or some other
form of premarital education

-.18**

-.22**

-.11

Have fully experienced the “single life”

.28**

.23**

.15*

Have had considerable sexual experience

.21**

.22**

.13*

Be able to pay for own wedding

.19**

.14*

.05

Have lived with partner before getting married

.65**

.42**

.29**

Have come to terms with any negative family experiences

.05

.08

.00

Have overcome any personal challenges

.10

-.09

-.07

Make life-long commitments to others

.00

.06

.06

Be able to maintain a positive outlook on life

.10

-.04

-.03

*Significant at the p < .05 level
**Significant at the p < .01 level

Figure 1
Approval of Cohabitation

Avoid becoming
drunk

-.17**
Be employed
full-time
.14*
Have participated in
a marriage preparation
course

-.28***
.23***

Have fully experienced
the "single life"

Acceptance of
Cohabitation
R² = .19

.15*

Have had
considerable sexual
experience
*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001

Variables excluded from the model (in order of exclusion): For a man, become capable of keeping
family physically safe (β = .10, p = .13); No longer living in parents’ household (β = .06, p = .29);
Have had sexual intercourse (β = .06, p = .38); Be able to pay for own wedding (β = .08, p = .26);
Reached age 21 (β = .09, p = .10); Financially independent from parents and others (β = .10, p = .10);
For a woman, become capable of keeping family physically safe (β = .11, p = .07).

Figure 2
Premarital Sexual Permissiveness

Financially
independent
from parents

.11*

Avoid becoming
drunk

-.15**
Avoid use of
profanity/vulgar
language

-.28***
-.15**

Have participated
in a marriage
preparation course

Have fully experienced
the "single life"

Approval of
Premarital Sex
R² = .37

.17**
.36***

Have lived with
partner before
getting married
*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001

Variables excluded from the model (in order of exclusion): Avoid illegal drugs (β = .01, p = .84); Drive
an automobile safely and close to the speed limit (β = -.05, p = .53); Be able to pay for own wedding (β
= .03, p = .59); Reached age 21 (β = .08, p = .13); Avoid drunk driving (β = -.05, p = .41); Learn
always to have good control of your emotions (β = -.06, p = .27); Reached age 18 (β = .07, p = .17).

Figure 3
Past Sexual Behavior

Financially independent
from parents
.14*

Avoid use of
profanity/vulgar
language

-.21***

Past Sexual
Behavior
R² = .09

.17**

Reached age 21

*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001

Variables excluded from the model (in order of exclusion): Reached age 18 (β = .03, p = .72); Have
fully experienced the “single life” (β = .11, p = .08); Avoid becoming drunk (β = -.12, p = .07).

Appendix A
Handouts

Dear Participant,
You and your parents are invited to participate in a research study investigating the
attitudes and behaviors of young people related to the transition to adulthood and the
transition to marriage. You will be asked questions about your attitudes toward marriage
and family life, as well as some of your past and/or current behaviors (such as,
educational/career pursuits and romantic relationships). You will also be asked questions
about your relationship with your parents and how well you communicate with them.
Any student 18-29 years of age is eligible for participation. As an incentive for
participation, for each of your parents that completes the survey your name will be
entered into a raffle to win a $100 bookstore gift certificate. Thus, if both of your parents
participate, you will have twice as many chances to win. Ten gift certificates will be
given in all.
Please go to the following website address to begin the survey:
www.projectready.net
You will be asked to give your name, email address, and a course code which is provided
at the bottom of this page. The survey takes about an hour to complete. Your instructor
will inform you of the amount of extra credit/research credit that you will receive for
completing the survey.
You will also be asked to provide an email address for your parents and they will be
invited to take part once you complete the survey. Your parents can only access the
survey via an email invitation. The parent survey takes about a half hour to complete.
Your instructor will inform you of the amount of extra credit/research credit you will
receive depending on whether one or both of your parents participate.
Your instructor will be automatically notified when you have completed the survey in
order to give you extra credit/research credit for your participation. You must finish the
survey in its entirety (i.e., in one sitting), so make sure to plan accordingly.
•
•
•

Please respond honestly to the questions.
Your responses will be confidential and will not be shared with your parents in any
way.
If you have any questions or concerns please contact your instructor.

Thank you for your participation!
Course Code:

Dear Professor,
Thank you for your willingness to help with Project R.E.A.D.Y. We wanted to offer a few
guidelines so as to facilitate a smooth process for you and your students who are participating in
this study.
Student Handout
We will provide you with a handout to give to your students that has a brief explanation of the
study and directions for accessing the on-line survey. The handout also includes a code for your
particular class. The students cannot take the survey without the appropriate code. Please set a
deadline for when your students should complete the survey and inform them of this date when
you distribute the handout.
Parents
We want the students and preferably both of their parents (or parent-figures) to take the
survey. However, we understand that there will be exceptions and some students may not be able
to recruit both, or even one, of their parents. If the students are able to recruit one or both of their
parents, their parents will be invited to participate in the study via an email invitation once they
have completed the survey (they will be asked to provide an email address for their parents).
Remind the students that their responses will be confidential and will not be shared with their
parents in any way.
Raffle
We are seeking participation from students, ages 18-29 years, and both of their parents. As an
additional incentive, for each parent that completes the survey for a student, the student’s name
will be entered into a raffle to win a $100 bookstore gift certificate. Thus if both parents
participate, they have twice as many chances to win.
List of Students
If you would like to access the list of students and parents who have completed the survey, you
can go to the following website address: www.projectready.net/professors
You will need to enter your user name and password and then click on the course code for the list
of students.
User Name:
Password:
Batch Name Description:
Course Code:
If you have any questions or concerns please feel free to contact Larry Nelson at (801) 422-6711
or <larry_nelson@byu.edu>.
Thank you once again for your cooperation.
Sincerely,
The Project R.E.A.D.Y. team

Appendix B
Consent Form

Dear Invited Participant (Student):
Since 1970, the median age of marriage in the United States has risen from about 21
years for women and 23 for men, to 25 and 27 for women and men, respectively. This
current tendency to delay marriage has contributed to changing views of what it means to
become an adult and exactly when that transition takes place. As a result, researchers are
working hard to better understand what the rising generation of young people view as the
criteria for adulthood and marriage readiness and what pathways emerging adults are
taking to make themselves ready for these transitions.
Invitation to Participate
You and your parents are invited to participate in a research study investigating the
attitudes and behaviors of young people related to the transition to adulthood and the
transition to marriage. You will be asked questions about your attitudes toward marriage
and family life, as well as some of your past and/or current behaviors (such as,
educational/career pursuits and romantic relationships). You will also be asked questions
about your relationship with your parents and how well you communicate with them.
This study is being conducted by members of Project READY, which is a consortium of
scholars from universities across the country.
Compensation
•

Extra Credit: If you are doing this as part of a class, your instructor will give you
extra credit points (or other compensation) for your participation in this study.
When you have completed the online survey confirmation will be sent to your
instructor to assure that you receive credit. You may also choose to recruit your
parents to participate in the study for additional extra credit points. Directions for
involving your parent in the study will be provided for you once you have
consented to be a part of this study.

•

Gift Certificate: If you were recruited for this study through your campus
newspaper, you will be given a gift certificate for your participation in this study.
When you and your parents have completed the online survey you will be sent an
e-mail with your gift certificate code. Directions for involving your parent in the
study will be provided for you once you have consented to be a part of this study.

Consent Information to be a Research Subject in this Study
If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to complete three steps.
Step 1:

Provide personal information (i.e., your assigned course code, name, and email
address).

Step 2:

Provide information for contacting your parents (i.e., name and email address).

Step 3:

Complete an online questionnaire that takes approximately one hour to
complete.

Rights as a Research Participant
Participation in this research study is voluntary. You have the right to withdraw at any
time or refuse to participate entirely without jeopardy to your class status, grade, or
standing with your university. If you are doing this for a class and you choose not to
participate, your instructor will provide you with an alternative extra credit assignment. If
you decide to participate you are free to skip questions; however, you must complete all
sections of the questionnaire to receive compensation. While there are no known risks
involved in completing this survey, a few of the questions may trigger some
discomforting memories.
Your participation will be confidential and the records of this study will be kept private.
If you choose to have your parents participate in the study, your personal
information and responses to the survey will not be shared with them in any way.
Research records will be kept in a locked file; only authorized researchers will have
access to the records.
The researchers conducting this study are Jason S. Carroll, Ph.D., and Larry J. Nelson,
Ph.D. at Brigham Young University, Carolyn McNamara Barry, Ph.D. at Loyola College
in Maryland, and Stephanie Madsen, Ph.D. at McDaniel College. If you have any
questions about this study you may contact Dr. Jason Carroll by phone at (801) 422-7529
or by e-mail: jcarroll@byu.edu.
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant and would like to
talk to someone other than the researcher(s), you may contact Dr. Renea Beckstrand,
Chair of the Institutional Review Board, 422 SWKT, Brigham Young University, Provo,
Utah 84602; telephone (801) 422-3873; e-mail: renea_beckstrand@byu.edu.
If you have read the consent information and agree to participate in this study, please
press the “I Agree” button located at the bottom of the screen. Clicking the button is your
consent to participate in this research study. If you have read the consent information and
do not desire to participate in this study, please press the “Disagree” button also located
at the bottom of the screen.

Appendix C
Emerging Adulthood Survey

Demographics
Please mark the appropriate response or write in the information requested.
1. Your age:
2. You are:
A) Male
B) Female
3. How would you describe yourself?
A) African (Black)
B) American Indian/Native American
C) Asian or Pacific Islander
D) Caucasian (White)
E) Hispanic/Latino (Mexican American, Puerto Rican, Cuban, etc.)
F) Mixed/Biracial
G) Other (specify)
4. What year of college or graduate school are you in?
A) 1st year of college
B) 2nd year of college
C) 3rd year of college
D) 4th year of college
E) 5th or higher year of college
F) 1st year of graduate school
G) 2nd year of graduate school
H) 3rd or higher year of graduate school
I) Not currently enrolled in college or graduate school
5. Your religious beliefs/affiliation is:
A) Conservative Christian
B) Liberal Christian
C) Roman Catholic
D) Greek Orthodox
E) Latter-day Saint (Mormon)
F) Jewish
G) Muslim/Islam
H) Unitarian
I) Atheist
J) Agnostic
K) Wiccan
L) No affiliation
M) Other: (specify)

6. Which best describes your current marital status?
A) Single (never married)
B) Cohabiting (living with your partner in an intimate relationship)
C) Married (first marriage)
D) Married but separated
E) Divorced
F) Remarried
G) Widowed

1. Financially independent from parents and others

Yes

No

A B C D

2. No longer living in parents' household

Yes

No

A B C D

3. Finished with education

Yes

No

A B C D

4. Married

Yes

No

A B C D

5. Have at least one child

Yes

No

A B C D

6. Settled into a long-term career

Yes

No

A B C D

7. Purchased a house

Yes

No

A B C D

8. Avoid becoming drunk

Yes

No

A B C D

9. Avoid illegal drugs

Yes

No

A B C D

10. Have no more than one sexual partner

Yes

No

A B C D

11. Drive an automobile safely and close to the speed limit

Yes

No

A B C D

12. Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language

Yes

No

A B C D

13. Use contraception if sexually active and not trying to
conceive a child

Yes

No

A B C D

14. Not deeply tied to parents emotionally

Yes

No

A B C D

15. Reached age 18

Yes

No

A B C D

16. Reached age 21

Yes

No

A B C D

17. Committed to a long-term love relationship

Yes

No

A B C D

18. Decided on personal beliefs and values independently of
parents or other influences

Yes

No

A B C D

19. For a man, become capable of supporting a family
financially

Yes

No

A B C D

20. For a woman, become capable of caring for children

Yes

No

A B C D

Very Important

Fairly Important

Necessary
for
Adulthood?

Not Very Important

Please respond to BOTH of the following questions for
EACH item: 1) Indicate whether or not YOU believe the
following are necessary for adulthood. 2) Please give your
opinion of the importance of each of the following in
determining whether or not a person has reached adulthood.

Not at all Important

Criteria for Adulthood

21. For a woman, become capable of supporting a family
financially

Yes

No

A B C D

22. For a man, become capable of caring for children

Yes

No

A B C D

23. For a woman, become capable of running a household

Yes

No

A B C D

24. For a man, become capable of running a household

Yes

No

A B C D

25. Grow to full height

Yes

No

A B C D

26. For a woman, become biologically capable of bearing
children

Yes

No

A B C D

27. For a man, become biologically capable of fathering
children

Yes

No

A B C D

28. For a man, become capable of keeping family physically
safe

Yes

No

A B C D

29. For a woman, become capable of keeping family
physically safe

Yes

No

A B C D

30. Accept responsibility for the consequences of your actions

Yes

No

A B C D

31. Have obtained a driver’s license and can drive an
automobile

Yes

No

A B C D

32. Have had sexual intercourse

Yes

No

A B C D

33. Be employed full-time

Yes

No

A B C D

34. Avoid drunk driving

Yes

No

A B C D

35. Avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism and
shoplifting

Yes

No

A B C D

36. Establish a relationship with parents as an equal adult

Yes

No

A B C D

37. Learn always to have good control of your emotions

Yes

No

A B C D

38. Become less self-oriented, develop greater consideration
for others

Yes

No

A B C D

39. Capable of supporting parents financially

Yes

No

A B C D

40. Allowed to drink alcohol

Yes

No

A B C D

41. Allowed to smoke cigarettes

Yes

No

A B C D

42. For a man, completed military service

Yes

No

A B C D

1. Financially independent from parents and others

Yes

No

A B CD

2. No longer living in parents' household

Yes

No

A B CD

3. Finished with education

Yes

No

A B CD

4. Have at least one child

Yes

No

A B CD

5. Settled into a long-term career

Yes

No

A B CD

6. Purchased a house

Yes

No

A B CD

7. Avoid becoming drunk

Yes

No

A B CD

8. Avoid illegal drugs

Yes

No

A B CD

9. Have no more than one sexual partner

Yes

No

A B CD

10. Drive automobile safely and close to the speed limit

Yes

No

A B CD

11. Avoid use of profanity/vulgar language

Yes

No

A B CD

12. Use contraception if sexually active and not trying to conceive
Yes
a child

No

A B CD

13. Not deeply tied to parents emotionally

Yes

No

A B CD

14. Reached age 18

Yes

No

A B CD

15. Reached age 21

Yes

No

A B CD

16. Committed to a long-term love relationship

Yes

No

A B CD

17. Decided on personal beliefs and values independently of
parents or other influences

Yes

No

A B CD

18. For a man, become capable of supporting a family financially

Yes

No

A B CD

19. For a woman, become capable of caring for children

Yes

No

A B CD

Very Important

Fairly Important

Necessary
for
Marriage
Readiness?

Not Very Important

Please respond to BOTH of the following questions for EACH
item: 1) Indicate whether or not YOU believe the following
are necessary for a person to be ready for marriage. 2) Please
give your opinion of the importance of each of the following in
determining whether or not a person is ready to get married.

Not at all Important

Criteria for Marriage Readiness

20. For a woman, become capable of supporting a family
financially

Yes

No

A B CD

21. For a man, become capable of caring for children

Yes

No

A B CD

22. For a woman, become capable of running a household

Yes

No

A B CD

23. For a man, become capable of running a household

Yes

No

A B CD

24. Grow to full height

Yes

No

A B CD

25. For a woman, become biologically capable of bearing
children

Yes

No

A B CD

26. For a man, become biologically capable of fathering children

Yes

No

A B CD

27. For a man, become capable of keeping family physically safe

Yes

No

A B CD

28. For a woman, become capable of keeping family physically
safe

Yes

No

A B CD

29. Accept responsibility for the consequences of your actions

Yes

No

A B CD

30. Have obtained a driver’s license and can drive an automobile

Yes

No

A B CD

31. Have had sexual intercourse

Yes

No

A B CD

32. Be employed full-time

Yes

No

A B CD

33. Avoid drunk driving

Yes

No

A B CD

34. Avoid committing petty crimes like vandalism and shoplifting Yes

No

A B CD

35. Establish a relationship with parents as an equal adult

Yes

No

A B CD

36. Learn always to have good control of your emotions

Yes

No

A B CD

37. Become less self-oriented, develop greater consideration for
others

Yes

No

A B CD

38. Capable of supporting parents financially

Yes

No

A B CD

39. Allowed to drink alcohol

Yes

No

A B CD

40. Allowed to smoke cigarettes

Yes

No

A B CD

41. For a man, completed military service

Yes

No

A B CD

42. Reached age 25

Yes

No

A B CD

43. Reached age 30

Yes

No

A B CD

44. Avoid aggressive and violent behavior

Yes

No

A B CD

45. Be able to express feelings in close relationships

Yes

No

A B CD

46. Be able to listen to others in an understanding way

Yes

No

A B CD

47. Be able to discuss personal problems with others

Yes

No

A B CD

48. Be respectful of others when dealing with differences

Yes

No

A B CD

49. Have participated in a marriage preparation course or some
other form of premarital education

Yes

No

A B CD

50. Have fully experienced the “single life”

Yes

No

A B CD

51. Have had considerable sexual experience

Yes

No

A B CD

52. Be able to pay for own wedding

Yes

No

A B CD

53. Have lived with partner before getting married

Yes

No

A B CD

54. Have come to terms with any negative family experiences

Yes

No

A B CD

55. Have overcome any personal challenges

Yes

No

A B CD

56. Make life-long commitments to others

Yes

No

A B CD

57. Be able to maintain a positive outlook on life

Yes

No

A B CD

Attitudes & Behaviors
1. Do you think that you are ready to be married?
A) Yes
B) No
C) In some respects yes, in some respects no
2. What is the ideal age (in years) for an individual to get married?
Age:
Very
Strongly
Disagree

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

Very
Strongly
Agree

It is all right for a man and woman to
have sexual relations before
marriage.

1

2

3

4

5

6

It is all right for two people to get
together for sex and not necessarily
expect anything further.

1

2

3

4

5

6

It’s better if two married people
begin their sexual experience with
each other.

1

2

3

4

5

6

Living together before marriage will
improve a couple’s chances of
remaining happily married.

1

2

3

4

5

6

A couple will likely be happier in
their marriage if they live together
first.

1

2

3

4

5

6

It is a good idea for a couple to live
together before getting married as a
way of “trying out” their relationship.

1

2

3

4

5

6

Living together first is a good way of
testing how workable a couple’s
marriage would be.

1

2

3

4

5

6

10. With how many partners have you ever had sexual intercourse?
Number of partners:

